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DEDICATION

For my good friends the Hinchliffes in memory of a very pleasant interlude at the Star Inn, Roberttown.
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But thou would’st tarry or I would follow Could I forget or thou remember. …

SWINBURNE

Laura was walking across the moors with William Briggs. It had been raining. The waterproof wrapped around her slim figure was glistening wet, like the little green mackintosh bonnet tied under her chin. A cold north wind blew across the wide, open spaces and it was bitterly cold. But this walk with William on a Saturday afternoon was an “institution.”

William was a farmer with a fine old farmhouse and a good bit of land just outside Harristown. He always brought her up here on the moors in his old squeaky Ford which they left parked by the roadside while they talked. Then, as a rule, they drove down into Huddersfield to have a cup of tea.

Laura stood still a moment, hands dug deep in her pockets and let her brooding gaze travel beyond the wild wet moor, down into the valley from which the pale blue smoke curled up from the tall chimney stacks of the Industrial area. Five miles down there and up the hill again beyond Huddersfield lay Harristown, her home. For the last two months the little town had lain buried under a white pall of snow. The winter had been long and bitter. And bitterness lay deep in Laura’s heart for all was not well in her home.

But this was March and she could hear even as she stood there the feeble bleating of new-born lambs. The snow had melted. Nature was stirring to bedeck herself in the first ecstatic greenery of the spring.

Suddenly Laura’s eyes grew moist with tears—she knew not why, but she wanted to cry this afternoon though she did try to laugh at William’s jokes. Dear William! Always so bluff and hearty and brimming over with Yorkshire humour. Lacking in imagination too. He understood things—but not people.

Like their Saturday walk, however, he was an institution in her life; a friend with whom she and her sister Barbara had grown up. Their fathers had been friends; one the prosperous master of Starbridge Farm; the other, a much respected physician in Harristown.

But now old Reuben Briggs was dead and young William, exempt from war duties, carried on with the farm. But Dr. Cliffe … Laura would not allow herself to reflect any further. She could not bear to think about her father, for she knew that he were better dead, like old Reuben, than alive to suffer the humiliation and despair which was his portion at the moment, and her most bitter grief.

William Briggs pressed her arm against his and lifting a pipe pointed across the smoke-filled valley up to the sky. There was a break in the heavy clouds and a bar of living gold streaked the western sky.

“Sun’s coming out,” he said in his rich, comforting voice. “And it is going to be a fine evening. Finer weather ahead of us, Laura. War’s over, what’s more, and spring will bring better days …” He paused and gave a quick sigh, glancing sideways at the girl’s profile. She was so very beautiful with her chiselled features and pale fine skin and those large melting eyes, dark and lustrous under their sweep of lashes. William had loved her all his life and wanted nothing more than to take her out of her home to Starbridge Farm as his wife. But he had asked her as many times as he could remember and the answer was always “No.” He added: “I wish you were happier, Laura. I wish I could make you feel it was good to be alive.”

She echoed his sigh and tried to smile at him.

“Take no notice of me, William. I’ve enjoyed our walk but I’m soaked to the skin, my dear, and I think if you’ll excuse me I won’t stay for tea. I’ll go home and get changed.”

William’s bright blue eyes clouded and his round ruddy face looked disappointed. But he was not one to show much of his feelings and Laura’s word was law, always.

“Ay,” he nodded. “You look cold. I’ll drive you home.”

“Mind you,” said Laura as they turned and walked back to the car, “I do realise how lucky we are in Harristown with the war over, and the winter too. Europe is in chaos and we have plenty. One ought never to grumble and I do hope——” she stopped.

He looked at her with his blue wistful gaze.

“What, Laura lass?”

“That things will get better,” she said. “They must, Will. The whole world lives on hope now, and I refuse to despair.”

In silence they drove down the long winding hill into Huddersfield and then out on to the main road branching at the “Three Nuns” for Harristown.

William Briggs knew well the trouble that lay so heavily upon Laura Cliffe’s mind. He grieved for her and, like herself, had conceived a bitter hatred of the young man whom they both believed to be the cause of the trouble in the Cliffe household. Philip March from “Blakely House.” “Damn him,” thought William Briggs. “Damn him for the misery he has brought, particularly to Laura.”

That name “Philip March” was foremost in Laura’s mind at the moment. She was wondering also if she would find her father at home when she got there. But no, he would be out on his rounds. Poor pathetic Daddy struggling to keep up some pretence of being a doctor in Harristown, and more likely than not he would be doing nothing. But Dr. Philip March would be driving in his smart car from door to door attending all the patients in and outside the district … patients he had purloined from the older man.

They came to Harristown—its long straggling streets bounded on either side by squat, grey-stone Yorkshire houses. The last house in the main street was Laura’s home. Standing bravely against the elements, it was surrounded by a small, sadly neglected garden. William deposited Laura outside the iron gateway which was flanked by two sycamore trees.

As she said goodbye to him, Laura looked up at the sky and gave a sad little smile.

“Your sun’s gone in again, Will. More rain coming.”

Cap off, William smoothed back his thick fair hair and looked down at her half apologetically.

“Ay … maybe we are in for more rain.”

“If it goes on, there’ll be floods and the bridge will go. We’ll be isolated like we were last March during the thaws,” said Laura.

“Trust not, but, if you want me, phone up to the farm, love,” he said in his stolid way.

She waved goodbye to him as he drove away and then walked into the house and took off her dripping waterproof and cap.

It seemed a pity that she could not love William and go with him to Starbridge Farm. There would be peace there and plenty. There was neither here in the Cliffe household. And as for telephoning to the farm … she had been too proud to tell him that the telephone had been cut off yesterday because of the unpaid bill. She did not love William that way and she would not marry until she loved—really loved—a man.

Her sister Barbara came running down the stairs, followed by a black-and-white terrier, barking shrilly.

“Shut up, Judy!” Barbara admonished the dog. “Oh, Laura, I’m glad you’re home. Daddy isn’t in yet, and Emily is so cross because I hadn’t the money to give her for the Co-op. Can you let us have some? We’re right out of flour.”

Laura shrugged her shoulders.

“I dare say, but we’ll have to go easy on everything. We’re terribly hard up.”

Barbara Cliffe, small and as fair as her sister was dark, cast a rather sullen glance at Laura.

‘We’re always hard up. Everything’s beastly and dull. The war’s over, too, and everybody else seems to be looking forward to something nice except us.”

Laura’s dark eyes softened and she put an arm around the younger girl as they walked together into Dr. Cliffe’s study—the only room in which a small coal fire was burning.

Barbara looked so very pretty, she thought, and, as always, that thought was followed by another. What a shame that the poor child couldn’t have better clothes and a more amusing time. She was only twenty, two years younger than Laura, and she had never really had any fun. For the last three years she had worked in a war factory in Huddersfield, whilst Laura ran the house and looked after their father. It hadn’t been much fun for Laura either, but she never thought of herself. She hadn’t time.

Once in front of the fire she lit a much-needed cigarette, one of the few luxuries she allowed herself. She knew perfectly well that on that desk lay a pile of unpaid bills. Everything was leading towards disaster in this house. … If only life was as it used to be, even up to a year ago, when Daddy had been a prosperous physician in his small way and a much-loved member of the community in Harristown.

Still more did she wish things were as they had been in her mother’s lifetime. Over the fireplace hung a large portrait of the late Mrs. Cliffe taken in her fortieth year. Laura looked at it with bitter regret and yearning. Mummie had been so beautiful, and so good, and worked like a slave in this house to keep things going for her husband and children. And in those days before the war things had been bright and beautiful here, but three years ago a sudden attack of pneumonia had proved fatal to Mrs. Cliffe, and from that tragic day onwards Laura had to manage the house, look after Barbara (a problem because the girl was so high-spirited and pleasure-loving) and keep her overworked father from worry.

Laura had achieved her object until Philip March came to Harristown.

Barbara was, at this moment, mentioning that very name which Laura so abhorred—looking through her lashes at her sister.

“Laura, I met Betty Story this afternoon and she’s being taken to Blakely House on Saturday night to the Marches’ party. Why can’t we go? I do think it’s a shame that we have to miss the best show in Harristown just because—”

“Now, Barbara, for goodness’ sake don’t start that!” broke in Laura. Another painful flush stained her cheeks. She leaned down and poked the fire into a warmer blaze, then added: “You know perfectly well we can’t go to any party that Philip March gives.”

“Well, I think it’s silly and I’ve always thought so. It’s cutting off your nose to spite your face. I saw Philip this morning and he raised his hat to me. I think he’s frightfully handsome, and he’s got that lovely place and bags of money. We’ve been fools to be so unfriendly.”

   Laura’s heart started to beat a trifle rapidly.

“I think you’re very disloyal, Barbara.”

“If you mean I owe loyalty to Daddy, I agree that I did once, but I don’t now. What’s he doing for me—or for you?” argued the younger girl.

Laura bit her lip as she looked down into Barbara’s eyes—very beautiful, violent blue eyes in a defiant young face. Her heart sank. If Barbara was going to start this sort of thing and go over to the enemy’s camp, it would be too much. Really, she felt she could not bear much more.

During the years following her mother’s death Laura’s burden had been heavy but not unendurable. They had not felt the war so badly up here, perhaps, as many had done in the south. Old Emily, the Yorkshire woman who had been their cook in Mrs. Cliffe’s lifetime, refused to leave them and was here to do her best. Old and infirm though she was growing, she could still do a hard day’s work. Barbara had been directed to factory work which enabled her to get home every night, and they might have been happy, even without darling Mummie, but for the coming of Philip March to Harristown.

Handsome, Barbara called him. Yes, Laura admitted that. She often saw him pass in his smart coupé on the Huddersfield road. This morning he had raised his hat to her, but she had cut him dead just as she always did. He had replaced the hat and smiled. How dared he smile! He who had systematically and mercilessly ruined her father.

She looked back on the last twelve months. Up till a year ago, Blakely House, one of the biggest houses in the district had stood empty, following the death of old Lady Blakely. The cousin who inherited the place was in South Africa and had put the property up for sale. There had been surprise—and in the Cliffe household consternation—when they heard that a young doctor from the south, recently qualified, had, bought the place and had come here to set up his practice. Laura remembered expressing her indignation to Daddy on the first day she heard the news. It was a wild wet day in March—an even colder March than that one in which Laura had walked with William upon the moors above Huddersfield and thought of her wrecked home.
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It was the year 1944. England was still at war. Barbara had just come back from the factory in an exhausted condition but with the resilience of youth, and her inborn love of gaiety, woke up the household by switching on the radio, trying out a new make-up which she had just bought and shortening an old silk dress so as to show a little more of those slim, pretty legs of hers.

Laura was waiting for Dr. Cliffe to come back from his rounds. He was always busy, too much so for her liking, although he himself cheerfully announced that a busy doctor was a happy one and that no calls or callers meant the end of a practice.

Laura had seen to it, as usual, that there was a bright fire burning in the sitting-room and old Emily had some scones baked for tea. In spite of the rationing the doctor’s little household managed to live comfortably with all the home baking, the bottling of fruit and the making of preserves in which both Laura and Emily excelled.

The sitting-room was bright and warm, defying the bitter north wind that curled around the little house. Laura sat with her toes to the fire glancing at the advertisements in the local newspaper.

She wanted a sewing-machine. She wanted one badly so as to help make new things for Barbara, more than for herself, and her machine had “conked out” just before Christmas. It didn’t seem possible to get it mended. Daddy had said he would buy a good second-hand one if she could find something suitable and not too exorbitant.

“Ah! There is one to be seen at Heckmondwyke. ‘Hardly used,’ Barbie. We must go and see it tomorrow,” she observed, and handed the paper to her sister.

Barbara yawned. She liked pretty clothes and she liked Laura to make them for her, but she had no particular interest in sewing-machines.

“You go and see it, darling,” she said vaguely, and then, “Here comes Daddy.”

The old Austin which Dr. Cliffe had been running for the last six years pulled up at the door.

Dr. Cliffe walked into the sitting-room, rubbing his hands.

“Well, girls—it’s a bitter wind,” he Said; “I’ll be glad of a cup of hot tea.”

“It’s ready, dear,” said Laura.

Robert Cliffe sank into the armchair which Laura had just vacated. She looked at him with fond and anxious gaze. She was always a little anxious that he was working too hard and ever conscious of her responsibilities where he was concerned, for she had promised her mother to take good care of him. Laura adored her father—everybody in Harristown loved him. The big genial man with his thick, iron-grey curling hair, kindly, rugged features, and hands that could be very gentle with the sick.

But something more than anxiety touched Laura now, for as Dr. Cliffe looked up at her she saw a new and disconcerting expression on the big bony face. An expression altogether foreign to Robert Cliffe, for it was one of deep distress. A look such as she had not seen in her father’s eyes since the day of Mrs. Cliffe’s funeral.

As Barbara went out to tell Emily that the doctor was home, Laura swiftly went to her father and put her slim hand on his shoulder.

“Daddy, something’s wrong,” she said.

He gave a faint smile and patted the gentle and so capable hand of the daughter who had been such a comfort to him in these recent years of bereavement and loneliness for which even much work could not always be a cure.

“That’s very discerning of you, child,” he said.

“I know you, Daddy. Is someone very ill? Is it something you can’t tell me about?”

He gave another short laugh.

“No. I’ve nothing on my mind about my work. It’s something you’ll soon hear, so I might as well tell you right away. I’m to have a rival in the district, Laura. What do you think of that?”

For a moment she did not understand.

“A rival?” she echoed. “What do you mean, Daddy?”

He leaned forward and spread his hands out to the blaze of the fire, frowning.

“Oh, perhaps ‘rival’ is a foolish word to use. I don’t suppose for a moment that the chap will interfere with my practice. But we have another doctor in Harristown, Laura love. And he’s setting up in a big way from all accounts.”

Laura was stunned. She stared at her father.

“But that’s impossible! There couldn’t be room for another doctor here. Anybody who’s ill comes to you.”

At this naïve remark Robert Cliffe gave a third halfhearted laugh and patted his daughter’s hand, but the look of distress remained in his eyes and the shaggy brows were still drawn together.

“That’s what I think and what we must hope for. But this is a London chap with money and big ideas, and I can’t say I altogether care for it.”

“But what right has a London man to come here to our little town and set up his plate?” demanded Laura indignantly.

“The right of money and what goes with it, I suppose,” said Robert Cliffe, with a bitterness Laura had seldom heard before from him.

Barbara came in with a plate of cakes and old Emily followed with the tea-tray. In ten minutes’ time the doctor’s out-patients would be coming for surgery. After that they would have a light supper, then be off to bed.

Laura, with heightened colour and a heart still beating fast with indignation, passed the startling news on to her sister.

“What do you think of it, Barbie? Isn’t it disgraceful?” she exclaimed.

But Barbie did not think it disgraceful and said so, and a look of new interest came into her pretty long-lashed eyes.

“Is he young? Is he a bachelor?” she asked.

“Why, Barbie!” reproved Laura; “as if that mattered.”

Barbara put her tongue in her cheek and looked at her father through those silken lashes.

“Well, there aren’t many young men in the district,” she muttered.

Dr. Cliffe either did not hear or did not heed what she said. He sipped the strong, scalding tea that Laura had poured out for him in brooding silence. But the two girls were anxious for more details and in time they extracted a few from their father.

The new doctor’s name was Philip March. He had been trained at St. Mark’s, London, and Thomas Lowood, a Bradford wool manufacturer living on the outskirts of Harristown, who for many years had been a patient of Dr. Cliffe’s, knew someone who knew this young fellow’s history and Lowood had passed it on to Dr. Cliffe that morning.

It appeared that Philip March was not yet thirty and had passed his Finals with Honours and had intended to practice in London. But soon after qualifying he had been laid up with an attack of infantile paralysis which had been checked at the start but kept him in bed for six months. It had been feared at the time that he might never walk again. His vital constitution and a certain amount of luck had, however, pulled him through. Later he had gone back to St. Mark’s to gain experience and had then been told that although he could start private practice he must go slow, and that it would be better for him to have country air until he had thrown off his weakness altogether. For as a result of his illness he was not over-strong and had been left with a slight limp.

Dr. Cliffe went on to tell his daughters that March had no parents but had inherited money, and that he had bought Blakely House and given orders to have it entirely redecorated and modernised.

“Just imagine!” put in Laura. “Old Lady Blakely would have been shocked to think that her house was to be occupied by a young man who was out to try and take away your patients, Daddy. You remember how she loved you.”

The doctor cleared his throat.

“He won’t take away any of my patients,” he said in a voice that belied the uneasiness in his eyes.

And then he told them more.

Lowood had it on the best authority that orders had been given to Ruskin and Bearing, a Leeds firm of contractors, to start work on those two big houses in Harristown (Laura and Barbara knew them) which had once been occupied by one of the ministries but had recently been derequisitioned. Apparently young March had influence as well as money and had got himself the licence to equip the houses and turn them into a Clinic. The latest equipment was being sent from London. The work had already started.

Barbara, listening eagerly, chimed in here:

“Why, yes, I saw a van outside moving things into those houses yesterday but I didn’t know what it was. And don’t you remember, Laura, we thought the Government was taking those houses over again because there were workmen inside?”

Laura nodded. A Clinic to be set up in Harristown. That was certainly a bombshell.

“I think it’s awful,” she said resentfully. “It’ll cause a lot of feeling in the town, and the only thing I can say is, that this Dr. March will soon find himself unpopular and that he’ll have to take himself and his money and his ideas back to London. You’re the only doctor wanted here, Daddy.”

Robert Cliffe stood up and brushed the crumbs from his coat. He smiled with a little more of his old real humour at his loyal and lovely Laura.

“Bless you! And quite right, too, child. I’m not really worried about the young upstart. I shall just ignore him.”

Barbara pouted.

“Won’t we be allowed to know him, Daddy?”

Laura did not wait for her father to answer but, with all her devotion to her hard-worked father burning in her breast, turned on her sister.

“We won’t have anything to do with him. He has no right to come and poach on Daddy’s preserves.”

That was the first conversation they had in the Cliffe family about Philip March.

But it was not long before the shadow of the young London man fell more strongly across the little household.

During the month that followed everybody in Harristown seemed to be talking about Dr. March.

Wherever Laura went she heard his name. Some of the oldest of her father’s patients regarded the newcomer with much the same resentment that the Cliffes had done. There was no room in Harristown for a second practitioner, they said. This fellow—quite a boy—“had a nerve” setting up here, establishing a clinic, obviously trying to seduce Dr. Cliffe’s patients away from him. But old Williamson, who ran Harristown’s one and only stores in which chemists’ goods were sold, and prescriptions could be made up, held the view that young March would soon make his way here and—much to Laura’s annoyance—hinted that the Clinic with its X-ray plant and massage department was sorely needed. But Laura argued that the big hospitals in Leeds and Huddersfield were enough and that everybody here had been well-satisfied with the old regime for the last thirty years.

But curiosity led Barbara to make more personal enquiries and she had dashed home one day from the factory in a state of excitement to announce to Laura that one of her friends had already called in Dr. March and that he was “too handsome for words,” pale, dark, and interesting-looking, with the most charming manner and beautiful voice.

“He’s frightfully musical, too,” Barbara finished. “Sally heard that he has a marvellous piano at Blakely and plays divinely. Laura, we must get to know him.”

“I’ve never heard such nonsense!” was Laura’s indignant reply. “I don’t care how handsome he is—he’s interfering with Daddy’s practice and it might be quite serious if it goes on. And I think it’s very disloyal of Sally, when she’s always had Daddy as her doctor.”

Barbara went red and mumbled something about Sally having a perfect right to want a second opinion if Daddy couldn’t cure her. She’d had that pain in her back for years and Dr. March said it was only acute fibrositis, and he had ultra-violet rays at the Clinic which would help to cure Sally—and so on—until Laura interrupted and said she didn’t want to hear any more, and that if Daddy said Sally was incurable, she was.

Barbara eyed her sister with some hostility.

“I call that bigoted, and I don’t see why one shouldn’t accept new ideas as they come along. Surely it would pay Daddy to get in with Dr. March if he’s so rich and clever.”

These words were overheard by the doctor himself as he walked into the sitting-room that evening. He answered for Laura in a sharper tone than his younger daughter had ever heard from him. He didn’t intend to get in with young March, he said. The fellow was a bounder and possibly a quack, and if there was one thing he, Robert Cliffe, disliked it was these young fellows, newly qualified, who thought they knew so much and made so many mistakes.

“When I was a young student I left decisions to my elders and betters,” finished Dr. Cliffe fiercely.

“There!” said Laura.

But Barbara, in one of her fits of temper, defied her father.

“Dr. March isn’t a student, Daddy. He’s fully qualified and has already had hospital experience, and even Mr. Williamson says he’s clever.”

The doctor turned suddenly white, and Laura caught her breath as she looked at him. She had never seen Daddy like that before and it struck her now that in these last four weeks he had altered unbelievably. He was always harassed and short-tempered—he, who used to be the soul of good-humour. Oh, how she hated Philip March—the cause of this upheaval in their once contented little home.

Dr. Cliffe walked out of the room without another word. Laura reproved her young sister.

“I think it’s dreadful that you don’t take Daddy’s part.”

Then Barbara, quick to change her moods, began to giggle.

“I expect I would if Dr. March was old and ugly. But Sally says he’s a dream. Laura, you are an old, stuffy thing! Why don’t we both get to know Dr. March? They say he’s got an aunt and uncle—titled—coming to stay, and they might entertain at Blakely and we’d be asked. Harristown wants waking up.”

Laura did not answer, but deep in her heart she knew that that was true and that sometimes she found the little place dull and dreary despite all their many friends. Then, too, she had been saying ever since Barbara came of age that it was a pity there were not more young, eligible men about—for both their sakes. So many of the Harristown boys had been lost in the whirlpool of the war and the rest were either married or living down south.

But nothing would induce Laura to meet Philip March.

There came the day, of course, when Dr. March came to ‘Moor View’ to call on the Cliffes.

The sisters were up in their bedroom changing, Barbara having just come back from the factory and Laura had finished an afternoon’s ironing with Emily.

It was a warm, June day—the best they had had so far this summer.

Barbara was the first to lean out of the window and see the smart little drop-head coupé pull up outside the gates and the slim, dark-haired man, carrying a pair of yellow gloves and wearing a trilby hat, walk up the path to the door.

“Laura!” exclaimed Barbara, excitedly, “why, it’s the great Philip himself. Oh, what a thrill!”

Laura ran to the window and looked down and then drew back, fearful lest the young doctor should look up and see her. Her red mouth, usually so gentle, became a hard line.

“We’re not at home,” she said firmly. “And I shall tell Emily to say so.”

Barbara, disappointed and angry, argued the point. Why shouldn’t they meet Philip? It was most unfriendly of them etc., etc. She would go down and let him in.

Laura touched her arm.

“Barbie, if you do I’ll never speak to you again.”

And there the short contest ended, because another car drew up at the door, the old Austin looking very shabby and dilapidated beside the smart new one in which Philip March had arrived.

Laura drew breath again.

“There’s Daddy. He can tackle the situation,” she said in a tone of relief.

Barbara stormed out of the room.

“You’re spoil-sports, the whole lot of you!” she raged.

Downstairs in Robert Cliffe’s consulting-room the two doctors stood face to face and another contest was waged.

It was short and disagreeable for them both.

Laura and Barbara knew little of what was said, but they heard Philip’s car drive away, and when they went downstairs they found their father sitting at his desk looking pale and preoccupied, with very little to say for himself. But Laura saw that his hand trembled as he wrote a note on his pad.

The spoiled and wilful Barbara dared to ask all the questions which Laura had felt were best left unspoken. But Robert Cliffe gave his younger daughter little satisfaction. All he would say was that he had “sent young March about his business.”

And only in the days that followed did Laura glean more information. Bit by bit it dripped from her father’s lips when they were alone and talking together.

Philip March had come to this house offering the hand of friendship—offering more. To form a partnership with Robert Cliffe—buy it generously enough. It was his wish that they should work together. But the old doctor had not found that invitation either attractive or flattering. He had called it “damned cheek.” He said that young March was trying to buy himself into favour—not only in this house but in Harristown. What was he like? Smooth-tongued—too smooth for the blunt Yorkshireman. They wouldn’t get on for a moment. They’d best keep away from each other. Philip had tried to foist some of his new plans and ideas for the Harristown people on the older man and they hadn’t gone down very well.

“What’s been good enough for my patients since you were born, Laura, is good enough for them now,” Dr. Cliffe stated stubbornly. “And I told Philip March so and he had the confounded cheek to tell me that I had no right to deny my people the benefits of modern scientific discoveries, and all that twaddle. I tell you all he wants is to get me on his side and alter my ways—but nobody’s going to do that while I live.”

“Of course not!” Laura sympathised and as usual rallied firmly to her father’s side. She added:

“Don’t worry, Daddy darling. He’ll soon have to change his tone. Nobody will call him in. They’ll all stick to you.”

“Certainly they will,” he said stoutly.

That was in June.


3

By October, when the wild winds swept across the Yorkshire moor and tore the leaves from the trees, and the thick mists curled across the desolate hills of the Brontë country, and torrential rains turned field and moor into sodden bog, Robert Cliffe found himself eating in bitterness his own defiant words. And Laura, watching, suffering in her own proud, silent way, because disaster—unexpected, incredible—seemed to be descending upon them slowly but surely.

Since that day when young Dr. March had called at Moor View and been sent away he had made a second effort—and a third—to talk to Robert Cliffe—and had failed. His aunt, Lady March, too, had asked the Miss Cliffes up to Blakely House. But the invitation had been politely refused.

And now there was open war between the two practitioners.

But it was not at all as Laura had anticipated and prophesied. It was the new doctor who was winning the day and the old physician, bit by bit, was having to step aside. Just bit by bit—imperceptibly at first—and then, palpably, he was losing ground, and Philip March gained it—in and around Harristown.

At first Robert Cliffe’s old patients stuck to him—almost as bigoted as he was—clinging to worn-out theories, obsolete methods and uncertain cures.

But Philip March soon made his presence felt. Delicate in health, his mentality was vital and progressive like his ideas. Money did not prevent him from being socialistic in outlook. He looked a smart Londoner, but he was friendly and hospitable to all. Those who came to know him gradually realised—and openly said—that he was not only against the old methods but genuinely anxious to help and advance the poor townsfolk and benefit the district in which he now lived.

The Clinic had been completed. It had become a haven to which rich and poor alike could apply for help and advice. Slowly but surely the straggling line of sufferers who waited on the bench in Robert Cliffe’s antiquated surgery thinned out and a new line grew … sitting in the well-warmed, well-equipped rooms of the March clinic. Sun-ray treatment, X-ray, therapy in its newest form became a nine days’ wonder and then accepted facts in Harristown—like the brisk, brilliant young physician, the trained nurse and visiting masseuse who had been installed.

Day after day Robert Cliffe found his practice deteriorating. One by one women who had always come to him for themselves and their children drifted away and attended the Clinic. When they met Dr. Cliffe they mumbled a greeting and averted their gaze. Some of the more well-to-do patients who came across Laura or Barbara offered half-hearted apologies for deserting their father and murmured:

“It was a pity he and the young London man could not see eye to eye and link up.”

To which Laura, always indignant and resentful, answered:

“Father has no wish to form a partnership with Dr. March, and if people leave him they will soon find that they’ve made a mistake and come back.”

But they didn’t come back, and Philip March’s practice grew and flourished, and by Christmas-time Robert Cliffe had a pile of unpaid bills on his desk. The man himself was ill and secretly breaking his heart. The flesh had fallen away from his big frame and his face had grown gaunt and grey. But by now his hatred of the young physician was so deep-seated and implacable that he was determined like any martyr to be burnt at the stake for his prejudices rather than give in.

Barbara looked on with the indifference of the very young and selfish—determined to have a good time and not to worry so long as she got what she wanted out of life. But Laura’s heart broke for her father. During those bitter winter days, when the Yorkshire moors were covered in snow, she used to wait for him to come home and watch, with an agony of concern, the way he was shrinking and ageing before her very eyes. She knew how rarely the telephone rang nowadays, how few calls he had to make and that only one or two of the oldest patients—mainly men—came now to the surgery door.

Philip March had got the women all right, she reflected bitterly. She was sure it wasn’t his work—for Daddy’s work was just as good—it was his youth and his looks and his slick London way.

She frequently saw Philip March driving round in his car, and once had come face to face with him in a shop, but she had walked away before he could greet her.

He had ruined her father.

By the end of December, Laura had to face up to that fact. Robert Cliffe had lost his practice and was never going to get it back. There was nothing left for him to do but retire. And that was out of the question. He had no private means and two daughters to support. He could not give in now.

There came the dreadful day that Laura was never likely to forget as long as she lived.

It was the case of Thomas Lowood’s wife, Clara. The Lowoods were still patients of Dr. Cliffe. Clara was one of the few women left in the district who stuck loyally to her old physician and contended that his word was law and had a superstitious dislike of ultra-modern methods. She had known Mrs. Cliffe and was deeply sorry for the two motherless girls. The whole Lowood family bore a grudge against Philip March for coming to Harristown, and resented his success.

Mrs. Lowood, in her forties, and with a son already twenty, had recently astonished the district by announcing that she was about to have another child. The wealthy manufacturer to whom she was married was delighted by the prospect, and Robert Cliffe had been looking after her through the months preceding the baby’s birth.

The confinement was not expected until the end of the year but three weeks early, before even the nurse arrived at Carfell Hall, Robert Cliffe was hastily summoned to the prospective mother’s bedside.

It was a dark, bitter night, the roads were glassy and a freezing wind blew across the moors. Laura got up and dressed when the telephone bell rang and insisted on accompanying her father. She did not think he ought to take the drive alone. His sight was none too good these days and Laura could drive. Despite his protests she went with him.

It was one o’clock in the morning when they passed through the gates of the big handsome manor house which lay at the foot of a hill in one of the loneliest parts of the district. It had been a disagreeable drive. Twice the car had skidded and they had had to crawl most of the way. Dr. Cliffe was tired and nervous. The former, Laura could see. The latter she could only guess by his twitching face and hands, and she thought with deep sorrow of her father as he was a year ago, bright, beaming, full of self-confidence. Poor old Daddy! How completely his spirit had been crushed by his defeat at the hands of that hateful young man, Philip March.

She tried to cheer him as she drove.

“It’ll soon be over, won’t it? They say Mrs. Lowood is very strong and always had her babies easily.”

“That was so,” said the doctor briefly, “when I brought Audrey and Maurice into the world.”

They arrived at Carfell Hall, half perished with cold, and found the big manor house ablaze with lights inside although, because of blackout restrictions, they had been met by impenetrable darkness without. But all was warm and light within. The servants were bustling around and the family were all downstairs—Mrs. Lowood’s sister, a niece and young Audrey. But Maurice, the eldest and heir to the Lowood fortunes, was up at Cambridge.

Mr. Lowood, short, plump and usually genial, looked grey and troubled. He greeted the old doctor with pathetic eagerness.

“Thank God you’ve come, Cliffe. Poor Clarry—she’s bad this time.”

Robert Cliffe assumed his professional brightness of manner, and assured the other man that all would be well. He went upstairs and Laura was taken by the family into the library, where a fire had been lit and hot coffee awaited her.

Audrey, a fair, pretty child, looked scared.

“Will Mummie be all right, Laura?”

“Of course she will,” said Laura, with a cheerfulness which she was far from feeling; somehow, even at the very beginning, she had a presentiment of evil.

Mrs. Newland, Clare Lowood’s sister, tried to send the child off to bed, but Audrey, spoiled and pampered, refused to go and sat there chattering, asking questions which the grown-ups either pretended not to hear or would not answer.

Taking Laura aside, Mrs. Newland whispered:

“I don’t think everything’s normal. I’ve had four myself and I don’t like the look of Clara.”

“My father will soon have her all right,” said Laura with her usual loyalty.

“I hope so,” said Mrs. Newland in a rather dubious voice, for she was not from this district and knew nothing about Dr. Cliffe and had, herself, advised that this new, clever young physician should be sent for. But even the suffering Clara had refused any such suggestion and was relying upon her old friend and physician.

One hour … two hours … went by and Dr. Cliffe did not come down. And there was no sound from upstairs. Audrey by now had gone to bed. Mrs. Newland and Laura had ceased to talk and sat staring at the fire—both raising their heads now and again to look upstairs as though waiting for what would be the welcome sound of an infant crying.

And then Clara Lowood’s sister voiced the words that Laura would not utter.

“I’m sure something must be wrong.”

Even then Laura denied the possibility.

“No, no. Father’s wonderful with confinements, he has a marvellous reputation. I’m sure everything will be all right.”

And then into the room came Thomas Lowood, and it seemed to both the women that his face had grown a trifle more ashen and that his eyes were wide with fear.

He did not look at Laura but went straight to his sister-in-law.

“Aggie,” he said in a hoarse voice, “things aren’t well with Clarry. She’s bad—very bad. And Cliffe doesn’t seem to know what to do.”

Laura sprang to her feet. Mrs. Newland made a clicking noise with her tongue and said:

“There! I knew it. I knew she shouldn’t be left to go on like this.”

“She’s getting weak,” said Mr. Lowood, passing a handkerchief over his mouth. “Aggie, we must ring up Huddersfield.”

Mrs. Newland said:

“Nothing of the kind. Miss Cliffe has been telling me that the roads are like ice and it would take hours to get anyone all that way. I’m all for ringing up Dr. March.”

Laura’s heart missed a beat and she went white, but she said nothing. Thomas Lowood gave her a quick glance, then coughed and looked again at his sister-in-law.

“That young man!” he muttered.

“Surely,” said Mrs. Newland, “Dr. Cliffe would advocate it. He needs a second opinion if he can’t pull Clarry through himself.”

Words—hot, indignant words—rose to Laura’s lips but she choked them. This was none of her affair and she knew it, but her heart sank like a stone as she heard Thomas Lowood tell Mrs. Newland to send for Philip March.

“Personal antipathies must be put aside,” he said, “in a crisis like this.” And it was true that March could get here within a few moments, whereas the Huddersfield man might be too late. They couldn’t risk his beloved Clara’s life nor that of her unborn child. Grudgingly he told Mrs. Newland to ring up Blakely House.

As she went out of the library he said, almost apologetically, to Laura:

“There’s some complication. … I doubt your father can tackle it alone, my dear.”

Laura swallowed hard.

“A second opinion is always advisable,” she brought herself to say.

The next half-hour seemed to her a nightmare. First of all the nurse arrived from Huddersfield. It had taken her three hours to come. She was rushed up to the sick-room. And then Philip March came. And from the moment he arrived everybody seemed to feel more at ease. He was cool and full of a self-confidence that did much to restore Thomas Lowood’s courage, made a deep impression on Mrs. Newland and secretly infuriated Laura, who avoided being introduced to him by walking to the other end of the library when he arrived. But she heard his voice asking questions as Mr. Lowood took him upstairs, and she thought:

“It will kill Daddy having to work with him.”

A grey, wet, melancholy dawn broke over Carfell Hall before the two doctors came down from Clara Lowood’s bedroom. Laura sat holding an aching head in her hands, wondering wearily what had happened. Then Mrs. Newland came into her with a joyful countenance.

“It’s wonderful. Dr. March has been too wonderful. Clara’s all right. And it’s a beautiful little boy. Tom is beside himself with delight. He always wanted another son.”

“I’m so glad,” said Laura.

“My dear, that young man is a genius,” said Mrs. Newland ecstatically. “Nurse Potter said she’d never seen such beautiful work. He used instruments of course but …”

She launched into a lot of obstetric details which did not interest Laura. Delighted though she was that Clara Lowood was out of danger and had given birth to a son, she could not erase from her heart the bitterness of feeling that Philip March had been the one to save the day.

Mr. Lowood came in now, rubbing his hands together, followed by Dr. March.

“A strong whisky will do you good, my boy,” he exclaimed; “we must both drink to the health of my little son. Magnificent work. I owe Clara’s life to you. …”

Laura shrank back in the shadows, anxious not to be noticed by Philip, and slipped from the room. She just glimpsed his slim, well-built figure and the handsome face which seemed to have captivated most of the women in the district. And then she heard him make a remark which bit like acid into her soul:
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