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1


‘Hello, Noni. How was Eileen?’


‘Eileen? Oh, fine. She sent her love…’


She looked at her husband and thought: Is he being sarcastic? No, of course not… it’s natural he should ask after Eileen. Did I sound surprised…? This is hell. A guilty conscience…


‘Come over here where I can touch you!’


She shut the door behind her and wished the few yards between her and Philip’s bed were a hundred. She needed time… time to sort out her emotions. Time to prepare her defences. Pity was at war with guilt.


His arm was outstretched, his long slender surgeon’s hands held gracefully and appealingly towards her. She drew off her glove and put her hand in his.


‘You’re cold. Is it still snowing? What did you do with yourself in that god-forsaken village? I’ve missed you.’


Steeling herself, she bent and kissed him.


‘I’ve missed you, too!’


Liar, liar. I never thought of him once. There was no time to think of anyone but Bill…


‘Well, you’re very quiet. You’re wearing a new perfume… I like it.’


Was it true that blind people developed their senses to a degree people with sight could not even guess at? It hadn’t taken Philip two minutes to notice the new perfume. What else would he notice? His hands were exploring her face.


‘You have such a lovely skin. Sit down. Tell me all about everything. You’ve no idea how disgustingly bored I’ve been without your daily visits. I never realized I’d miss you so much!’


‘Oh, Philip!’ For a moment, she couldn’t guard against the pity. He heard it at once and his voice rose harshly:


‘I don’t want you to be sorry for me. I just wanted you to know how bloody boring it is lying here.’


Guilt replaced the pity. It was the moment when she should say:


‘I won’t go away again!’ But she couldn’t utter the lie — she would go — she had to go.


‘Well, what did you do with yourself? Tea parties at the W.I.?’


She tried to think of Eileen, her sister, married to a not very successful solicitor and living in a Berkshire village near Reading. What did Eileen do with herself? She must remember…


‘Oh, we went for walks, played a bit of bridge. I helped look after Micky.’


‘I can’t think why she has to call that child by such a stupid name. What the hell’s wrong with Michael?’


‘You know Eileen!’


‘I suppose he’s as crazy about you as ever?’


For one terrible moment she thought Philip was referring to Bill. His words kept repeating themselves inside her head like a reverberating drum: crazy about you, crazy about you, crazy about you. Bill’s last words when he saw her off at the station had been: ‘Darling, I’m crazy about you!’


‘Don’t tell me the kid had forgotten you!’


She let out her breath. Philip meant Micky — Eileen’s little boy who had always adored his Aunt Noni. She returned that love in full because Micky was the nearest she’d ever come to a child of her own.


Philip hadn’t wanted a family; he was too busy with his fantastic climb up the ladder of success; too single-minded and ambitious. Clear thinking, egotistical as always, he’d said:


‘It wouldn’t be fair. After all, what time would I have for kids?’


Now that there was time — all the time in the world, she did not want children — not Philip’s children.


‘I hope Eileen has taught him to say Aunt and not Auntie. I can’t think how anyone as well-bred as Eileen can so easily adopt the ghastly trappings of her suburban husband…’


‘She loves him!’


Philip laughed. It wasn’t really a cruel laugh — just scornful.


‘Honestly, that’s a bit weak, isn’t it? I mean, you’d have thought if she loved him, she’d have wanted to help him up a rung, not step down one herself.’


Noni had known for a long while Philip was a snob. In a way, it was one of the reasons which had prompted him to marry her. Funny, really! Philip came from a working-class background but he’d climbed out of it. How he despised his origin. He had meant to become one of the leading surgeons in the country and he hadn’t wanted to be handicapped by a working-class wife when he got to what he called ‘the top’. He’d married sensibly — not a girl from the aristocracy who might have been too much for him to handle, but one from ‘the county’ — well-educated at good private schools; used to money and to entertaining on the kind of level surgeons might be expected to entertain.


Was he in love with me? I’ll never know. Maybe Philip is the sort of man whose mind will always control his heart; who could direct himself to falling in love with what he felt to be the ‘right’ girl.


Philip could never understand why Eileen married Sydney. The argument was worn out now — always following the same pattern of words.


‘She loves him.’


‘I don’t see how she could love a man like that…’


‘But, Philip, you don’t choose whom you’re going to fall in love with. It just happens.’


‘That’s nonsense. Surely everyone has a certain amount of self-control. After all, Eileen is nearly as attractive as you… she could have married half a dozen different men who…’


‘But she fell in love with Sydney!’


His voice brought her back to the present.


‘How’s Sydney doing these days? Still stuck in his rut?’


‘He’s quite happy, Philip. He and Eileen adore each other and they adore Micky.’


Her voice had risen. Philip noticed it at once.


‘All right, calm down. If you must be so intense about them, at least spare me the details.’


‘But, Philip, you asked…’


‘I know. I’m sorry!’ His hand was reaching for hers again. She was trembling. If he noticed, he said nothing. He ran his fingers over the tips of her nails and said:


‘You’ve broken one. What colour nail varnish have you got on? Have you changed that, too? I wish you wouldn’t change things. It makes it more difficult for me.’


His voice was matter of fact but again, pity charged through her body like an overdose of adrenalin.


Of all people, Philip… blind! To be rendered so suddenly, so completely and so irrevocably helpless. Philip, who had treble the ordinary man’s ambition; who couldn’t stand being dependent; who had nothing else but his work — and to lose it at the very peak of success… Nothing else? The eye specialist, Harvey, had said:


‘He’s lucky to have you. In time, he’ll accept the end of his career. You’ll have to make a new life for him… have a family, perhaps? That would give him a new interest…’


But she’d been on the point of leaving Philip… of running away with Bill. How could she build a new life for Philip when, for over a year now, she’d been using all her energies to plan a new life for herself with Bill.


‘Harvey says I’ll have to stay in this damned hospital at least another month. I wish to God I could come home. Well I’m going to insist I do go home before I’m forced into that damned rehabilitation centre.’


‘Yes, of course, Philip. I’m sure Harvey will agree…’


‘He’ll damn well have to. This is a free country and once I’m discharged from here, I can do as I please. If I don’t wish to, no one can force me to be rehabilitated.’


His voice was bitter. Noni tried very hard not to feel relieved because he was thinking now about himself and this stopped him asking questions about Eileen. She ought to have seen Eileen if only for a few minutes. She’d meant to that last morning but Bill had said:


‘Darling, do you have to go? We could have another three hours — three hours…’


Eileen had seemed so unimportant with Bill’s lips against hers. One would have thought that three days of kissing would have been sufficient. Bill had worked it out, his eyes laughing down at her: ‘Seventy-two hours with an average of six kisses an hour comes to four hundred and thirty-two kisses. Is your mouth sore, my love?’


‘There could never be too many… Oh, Bill…’


‘I hear Bill Aden is ill!’


‘Bill?’ Had she spoken the word aloud? How could he be ill? Oh, thank God Philip couldn’t see her face! No, that was a terrible thought…


‘Yes, Bill Aden, the consultant psychiatrist. He’s been off with gastric ’flu. Harvey was telling me quite a few of the staff are down with it. Simcox and Parslow and half a dozen nurses.’


‘I’m sorry. I hope it doesn’t spread round the hospital.’


So that was how Bill had managed to get away! She’d forgotten to ask him. No, not forgotten, there just hadn’t been time.


‘Harvey’s been pretty good — he comes in for a chat most afternoons; keeps me in touch. They… they’ve got a new man from Edinburgh in my place. Harvey says he’s shaping quite well.’


This was Philip at his best — not bitter as he might have been about the man who’d stepped into his shoes. He had courage. How could one hit a man who’d been hit so hard already? It wasn’t even as if the accident had been his fault. A foggy night and some stupid teenager showing off to his girl on the M1. The boy had been killed outright and the girl, too. Only Philip had lived — to face the consequences. And her… and Bill…


‘My love, I’m not going to ask you to leave him now. I know you wouldn’t… and I wouldn’t want you to. But when he’s on his feet again, then you’ve got to do it; not just for yourself or for me, but for him. Pity is a terrible thing to live with — it’ll destroy him.’


Was Bill speaking as a psychiatrist — or as a lover? How could she be sure? How could Bill be sure? Harvey had said just the opposite. Eileen had written:




‘Of course, you won’t be able to leave him and marry Bill now. I feel so heart-broken for you, darling. If there is anything I can do at any time to help, you know I will…’





Poor Eileen — she probably hadn’t known then that she’d be called on to live up to her promise. She could help — by covering for her sister when she met Bill.




‘Eileen, I can’t live without seeing him. It isn’t just sex although I’ll admit that plays quite a large part. But I really love him, and he loves me. I know I can’t leave Philip now but I have a right to some happiness. I’m asking you to cover for me not for my sake, or Bill’s, but for Philip. He’s the only one who’d be hurt if the truth came out. Please help us. You said you would.’





Eileen’s letter had come by return of post.




‘You can count on me. I’m afraid Sydney doesn’t approve — one can hardly expect him to, I suppose, but he says he’ll co-operate for my sake. I had to tell him because he might be the one to answer the phone or something. He says I’m to warn you that the whole situation is very risky indeed. Any court would be prejudiced against you when they learned of poor Philip’s condition and you would both have to move. Could Bill find another job in another hospital?…’





Noni showed it to Bill.


‘You let me worry about that, darling. Do you think I wouldn’t risk a thousand jobs if I could live with you all the time? I’m young, strong and healthy. If the worst came to the worst, I could become a brick-layer. How’d you like that? Just feel those muscles on my shoulders…’


But her arms had not stayed around his shoulders and their conversation, like so many others, had ended in a tangled heap of discarded clothes upon the bedroom floor.


‘I’ve told Harvey that if I don’t get home soon, I’ll go raving mad. I hate this place now.’


Poor Philip. Poor, poor Philip!


‘And it isn’t just being reminded all the bloody day about the career I’ve lost. I’m sick to death of lying here with nothing to do but listen to that blasted radio. If I was at home, at least I could make love to you. Do you realize that it’s over two months since…’


Oh, no, Philip, I couldn’t, I wouldn’t want to. It’s all different now… now there’s Bill and I couldn’t…


‘… it would make me feel less cut off from everyone. God knows I never realized before what blind people have to endure. You feel you’re missing something all the time. Now, for instance, I can’t see your face. Have you got that shy-little-girl look you always adopt when I mention sex? Are you blushing? It never failed to stagger me the way you turned pink and looked like an embarrassed schoolgirl when I mentioned the topic of bed.’


Dear God, don’t let him touch my face — he’ll feel that I am trembling. Did he never realize that crude sex always disgusted me? One would have thought that a medical man would have known better.


Even after years she could still remember the shock of her wedding night. Partly because she was still very young — just eighteen — and partly because she’d had no mother to guide and instruct her, she’d been extraordinarily ignorant and innocent. If Philip had been gentle and understanding — but he had been concerned only in claiming his ‘rights’ and had refused to curb his impatience to possess her, telling her:


‘You’ll enjoy it when you get used to it, Noni!’


Now, since Bill, she’d understood why it had all gone so wrong. Philip had been totally lacking in the one vital requirement, tenderness. It was an emotion he despised, for to him it meant weakness. He had not meant to be unkind. He truly believed that a woman appreciated domination in bed if not always out of it. On one of the rare occasions when he had been willing to discuss their unsatisfactory sex life he’d expressed his views quite openly and, so he believed, clinched his argument by quoting his past experiences with some of the nurses.


For a long, long time — until Bill, she’d believed that she was at fault. Philip was ten years older than she and in the medical profession. Surely he should know. She felt herself lacking in the proper feminine responses and accepted Philip’s view that she was frigid. She’d even shyly warned Bill of her inadequacies and he had burst out laughing.


‘You — frigid. Oh, Noni!’


She could smile about it now, too. With Bill. But she knew she could never share a bed with Philip again.


Now Philip said:


‘You must be wanting it, too, after all this time. Never mind, darling, it won’t be long now. What is that perfume you’re wearing? It’s beginning to turn me on. Well, at least that part of me isn’t impaired. I suppose I should thank God for small mercies.’


‘If you could have chosen… your career or your ability to love a woman, which would you have chosen?’ she asked him silently.


‘You’re damn quiet. Nothing wrong?’


‘I was just wondering, Philip… I was wondering whether if you could have chosen beforehand either to be made blind in the accident, or impotent, which you would have thought less terrible.’


He gave a sudden, unexpected laugh.


‘You do think up some extraordinary things. As a matter of fact, it would be quite a puzzler. After all, my career as a surgeon could have gone on until I was seventy at least. On the other hand one could hope to go on satisfying one’s desires for the same length of time.’ He gave another laugh and patted her hand. ‘Well, I don’t suppose you’d have much difficulty if the choice were up to you — you’d rather I was blind, eh?’


How can men be so conceited? How can he have thought I ever really liked it. Oh, no, that isn’t fair. Be honest! There were times, just occasionally, when she had wanted it in the same way as Philip — to satisfy an appetite. But mostly not in that way. Deep down she’d wished sex to be part of loving, and it had never been like that with Philip. With Bill, for the first time, she’d found that it could be so. Maybe all over the world there were women lying naked beneath their men, ignorant of this fact. Poor women… poor lonely, unhappy women married to men who did not know how to love.


‘Funny thing about being blind… it gives your other senses an extra charge. Yesterday, Sister — Bristow is her name — came in with a message from Harvey. I never really noticed her before and then, suddenly, I heard her voice. Sexy wasn’t in it — she was asking for it. Don’t get me wrong, my dear. I wasn’t in the least interested — only in the extraordinary phenomenon of ‘seeing’ her through my ears. I’ll bet she enjoys her bit of fun.’


‘Philip, please!’


‘Oh, lord. I always forget how prudish you are! After six years of married life you really should be a bit more sophisticated. I know you think I’m coarse — what you won’t remember is that I live in a hospital where we call a spade a spade. I simply can’t acquire your romantic attitude towards such things.’


‘It… it isn’t that, Philip. I just don’t think it’s fair to Sister Whatshername — Bristow — to talk about her like that.’


‘Oh, gossip, you mean. Won’t do her any harm. If she is as I think, every doctor and student in the place will know it.’


‘I still don’t think it’s fair to talk about her like that.’


She broke off, surprised at her own vehemence. What did it really matter what men thought about Sister Bristow! Or was this some inner defence mechanism at work? If Philip who was usually so insensitive, could hear things in the nurse’s voice, perhaps he’d hear ‘things’ in her voice, too!


But Philip was listening to himself, enjoying, as he always did, the sound of his own rhetoric.


‘It’s just come back to mind that I heard something about that woman not so long ago. Someone said she was having an affair with one of our chaps… now, let me see… yes, I remember, Bill Aden. Might not be true, of course, but it’s more than likely. They’re both unmarried. He’s not a bad looking fellow, either — might easily catch a woman’s eye if she was on the look out for a randy man!’


‘Philip!’ She simply could not control the horror in her voice. For one terrible moment, she wondered if he were saying all this on purpose; he could have found out somehow about Bill and her. If he had done so, this was about the most perfectly sadistic method of torture he could have thought up. But when he spoke again, his voice was mild, even a trifle apologetic.


‘Sorry, darling. Forgot you didn’t care for juicy tit-bits. Though for the life of me, I can’t see that it matters. There are always masses of intrigues going on in a hospital — one might just as well face facts. Men and women are thrown together and the women are usually as frustrated as hell. Can’t blame them for setting their caps at the doctors, especially a psychiatrist like Aden. They probably think he knows all the right ways to treat them in bed, understanding their needs, that kind of thing.’


He waited for her to comment but it was several seconds before she could trust herself to speak.


Philip must be wrong, not Bill, not Bill… he’d have told me. ‘The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, my love — that’s the way it’s going to be between us. I hate half-truths even more, I think, than a downright lie. Trust between lovers is essential. If you don’t love me, I’d rather know it. I couldn’t bear for you to pretend…’


‘Couldn’t we change the subject?’ she asked. Her voice sounded extraordinarily calm and a little bored.


‘Sorry!’ He took her hand again and patted it as if she were a small child. ‘Can’t seem to help my mind running on sex. You’d have thought that belting I took would have had the opposite effect. I suppose they’ve been bunging me full of drugs and shoved in one with a side-kick.’ He laughed at his own joke. ‘Must ask Matron what she’s been giving me. Might even be Sister Bristow. Maybe she gave me something on purpose hoping to seduce me while you were away.’


I simply can’t stand any more of this… Philip at his worst.


He pulled her arm, dragging her down on top of him and began to kiss her. She struggled to free herself but not before she felt his lips, hot and wet and hungry on her mouth. It was all she could do not to wipe furiously with her free hand.


‘What’s wrong, Noni?’


‘Someone might come in, Philip!’


‘So what? I’m your husband, aren’t I?’


‘But they wouldn’t be keeping you here in hospital if they thought it was all right for you to lead a… a normal life.’


‘Good God, Noni, I only want to kiss you!’


But even that is more than I can stand. It’s too soon… too soon after Bill.


She was saved by a young nurse arriving with Philip’s tea-tray.


The girl seemed to recognize her.


‘Oh, Mrs Brisbane, I didn’t know you were here. I’ll fetch another cup.’


‘No, no, don’t do that. I have to get home. I was just going.’ Calm down, for God’s sake. ‘Philip, you don’t mind, do you, darling? I didn’t get back from Eileen’s till lunchtime and I haven’t even unpacked yet.’


Philip sighed. His voice was suddenly petulant.


‘Oh, well, if you have to go, I suppose I must grin and bear it.’ The nurse put the tray on his lap and gently lifted his hands onto it.


‘There’s your tea, Mr Brisbane — the plate this side has paste sandwiches — the other side is cake. It’s Dundee and not stale!’


Noni watched his long, beautiful hands fumble clumsily with the crockery. Philip the surgeon, whose hands had been rock-steady working with miracle precision, reduced to trembling uncertainty. The picture appalled her.


‘I don’t really have to go — the packing can wait till later. I’ll stay and have tea with you, darling.’


The young nurse looked pleased.


‘Oh, then you can help Mr Brisbane if he needs anything. I’ll bring another cup.’


‘Nice little thing — what’s she look like?’ Philip asked, picking up a sandwich.


‘She’s dark-skinned — Jamaican, I should think. Pretty!’


Philip sighed.


‘You’re going to have to be my eyes in future, Noni. I dare say it will be a bore for you having to describe everyone and everything. You won’t change anything at home, will you? The furniture, for instance… I want it all left just as it was before… before my accident. I can remember where most things are… spent quite a bit of time lying here thinking about it. Tell Mrs Reeves and the daily, too, that everything’s got to be kept in exactly the same place.’


‘Yes, Philip, of course I will!’


He took another bite of the sandwich.


‘I’m afraid the last time you were here, I was behaving rather badly. I know I did nothing but complain about my career going for six and wishing to hell I’d been killed like that other poor devil. I was so sorry for myself, I’d forgotten to be sorry for you. Won’t be much fun for you, Noni, tied to a blind man. Then there’s the financial side. Of course, we’ll get heavy damages — there’s no doubt whose fault it was and the other insurance firm has already agreed to pay in full. All the same, we’re going to have to cut down, I should think; alter our way of life quite a bit.’


How can I say that none of it matters because I won’t be staying for long? I can’t… I can’t… Bill you must understand. I — I can be truthful with you but not with Philip.


The nurse returned with another cup of tea. Noni drank it gratefully. She felt utterly exhausted. It wasn’t just three successive nights without sleep; the nervous tension of the last hour more than anything had emptied her of any vestige of energy.


Somewhere in the hospital, Bill is working. Tuesday is one of his days here. A quarter to four. Will he have finished for the day? If I leave now, I could go and see him. No, better not. He’s promised to phone me at home tonight anyway. Can I wait until then for him to tell me there’s nothing between him and Sister Bristow? I’ll believe him if he denies it. I don’t think it’s true. I just need to hear him say it isn’t…


‘She’s right about the cake — not bad at all!’


Philip sounded happier. Maybe she could go now.


‘What… what will you do from now until you go to sleep?’ she asked, lifting the tray off the bed.


He looked suddenly tired and lay back against the pillows.


‘Oh, lie here — listen to the radio, I expect. One or two of the doctors will probably look in. Then, of course, there’s the usual grim nightly battle of bed-making, washing, temperatures, bedpans and doctor’s round. I never realized what my wretched patients had to put up with until I landed up here.’


‘Doctors always make bad patients, I’ve heard. It won’t be for much longer, Philip.’


‘No, thank God. Look, Noni, if you’re going home now, there are one or two things I’d like you to do — phone calls, mostly. I’ve made a list here — perhaps you’d see to it. There’s another list of things I want you to bring tomorrow. Okay?’


His lists were barely legible, the lines running down the page and sometimes over-lapping. For the third time since she had come into the room, she was shaken with pity.


‘You can read them? The nurse who brought my lunch said they were quite clear.’


‘Yes, of course. You’ve managed very well!’


He grinned.


‘You sound like a blasted school mistress.’


She drove home in the Mini, her movements entirely automatic. The road out of Hadingbourne was one she had travelled so often, she knew every turn and cross-road. After two miles, the street-lighting ended abruptly and she was in the country, only half a mile now from West Martials, the pretty little Georgian house she’d always loved so much and been so terribly unhappy in!


She turned into the drive and garaged the car. There was a large dark space beside her now — where Philip’s Jag had been and would never be again. It was being repaired, of course, but it would have to be sold. Blind men can’t drive…


Slowly she walked up the flagged path towards the lights and warmth and Mrs Reeves’ welcome. Home! Yet still the loneliest place in the world because there was no Bill waiting with open arms to receive her.


It was nine o’clock before he phoned. She felt sick with relief at hearing his voice. He sounded rather irritable.


‘I’ve been trying for over an hour to get you!’


‘I’m so sorry, darling. Father phoned after supper asking about Philip; then Eileen rang up to ask if I’d had any trouble; and a girl friend phoned. I tried to cut them short but you know what it is.’


Don’t be cross, Bill. I’ve had about as much as I can stand…


‘How are you, darling? Everything all right? I’ve been worried about you!’


‘Oh, Bill!’ She paused, fighting against the hot stinging tears that had filled her eyes.


‘Darling? You all right?’


‘Yes… Bill, I love you!’


‘And I love you — it’s hell. I’m missing you so much I’m finding it hard to be sensible. Do you know, I very nearly stopped by your house on my way back to the flat?’


‘What time?’


‘Five-thirty. Would you have been there?’


‘No! I… I had to stay a bit until Philip had had tea. Bill, it was awful — awful!’


‘Oh, God!’ There was a pause. In the background, a very faint conversation was taking place — the line was not too good. ‘Were you cross-questioned?’
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