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  Chapter One




  ‘IN THE MIDST of life we are in death,’ intoned Dr. MacIntyre genially. ‘Now, Nurse, there’s no need for you to look so

  disturbed. You did everything you could. Even if Miss Turton’s sister is inclined to think we should have worked a miracle, well, we know what the laity are like.’




  But the girl to whom these encouraging words were addressed continued to look pale and apprehensive.




  ‘Why exactly did she die?’ she asked.




  Dr. MacIntyre looked disapproving. ‘Because she had pneumonia. She was only two years from her allotted span, pneumonia is particularly dangerous at that age. Now, you’ll let Mrs.

  Esdaile know what’s happened, and, take my advice, Nurse, try and get a couple of days off. You’ve had a lot of hard cases lately, and I can’t have my favourite nurse getting

  peaked. Now, I must just have a word with the sister . . .’ and off he bounced, as jaunty as Santa Claus.




  Miles Gordon, the young architect who had surprised everyone, except himself, by winning the County competition for a new Masonic Hall at West Barsley, was driving past in his ramshackle car

  when the door of The Firs opened and Nurse Wayland appeared. She was still in uniform and carried a small case.




  Her expression bothered him. They had known one another for two years or so, ever since she had nursed his aunt through a nasty attack of gastro-enteritis. He stopped the car.




  ‘Helen!’




  She came out of the gate without apparently seeing him. He tooted the horn and she looked up. He swung open the door.




  ‘Get in.’




  She hesitated. ‘Mrs. Esdaile doesn’t like us accepting lifts when we’re in uniform,’ she murmured.




  ‘She’ll like it even less if you’re brought in on a stretcher!’




  He reached over and took the little case.




  ‘I could sleep for a hundred years,’ said Helen unexpectedly, collapsing in the seat beside him.




  He put the car in motion. ‘Old Murdering Mac been at it again?’




  ‘Miles!’




  ‘Oh come, you must have heard that before. You know as well as I do the old boy hasn’t opened a textbook since he graduated forty years ago. Talk about getting away with murder. Who

  was it this time?’




  ‘Ellen Turton. But . . .’




  ‘Look!’ He took one hand off the wheel and put it momentarily over hers. ‘Don’t fly off the handle but take the advice of a well-wisher. Get Ma Esdaile to hire you out to

  some other doctor, one whose patients don’t invariably hand in their checks. It’s not doing you any good, you know.’




  ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ Her voice was breathless.




  Staring straight ahead Miles began to chant:




  

    

      

        

          ‘Have you ever wondered why




          All Nurse Wayland’s patients die?




          Other doctors feel as you do.




          Poor Nurse Wayland, she’s a hoodoo.’


        


      


    


  




  ‘That’s sheer nonsense. Just because you’ve an aptitude for these silly rhymes . . .’




  ‘I didn’t write it.’




  ‘Oh!’ That brought her up short. ‘But people can’t actually think . . .’




  ‘I can only assure you that Dr. Hawke wanted someone for a child case some time back and Ma Esdaile offered him you—he told me this himself—and he said he’d prefer

  someone whose patients occasionally survived. Not knocking you, mind, but truth’s what the other chap believes, and it’s going the rounds that you—well, that you are a

  hoodoo.’




  ‘You can’t be serious.’ But her voice was uncertain. She was remembering another incident a month or so previously that seemed to bear out Miles’s contention.




  ‘I know all about hoodoos,’ Miles went on. ‘My father was one. A stockbroker. He only had to invest half a crown in a prosperous gold mine, say, for the vein to dry up

  overnight. Why, he once wrote a cracking good letter to The Times and they didn’t dare print it for fear they might cease publication at the week-end.’




  She laughed unexpectedly. With the cloud momentarily lifted from her face you saw what an attractive creature she could be, with her bright smooth hair and blue-grey eyes, and the mouth that,

  too large for perfect beauty, gave character and charm to the face.




  ‘Here we are,’ said Miles, drawing up a few doors away from Mrs. Esdaile’s famous nursing home. (‘Get one of the Esdaile’s nurses if you can,’ doctors told

  their patients’ families. ‘If anyone can cheat death they can.’) ‘Now, if the old girl’s propped at the window, she’ll see you stepping in on your own feet. And

  don’t forget what I said. You’re getting too many notches on your stick and that’s a fact.’




  Mrs. Esdaile stared at Helen. ‘Gone? Well, that’s a surprise. Still, there’s never any knowing. You look as if you could do with a change.’




  ‘So I could,’ said Helen. ‘Of course, I know Dr. MacIntyre’s patients are all elderly and so more prone to qualify for a death certificate, but do you think next time I

  might go to a case with some prospects of survival?’




  Mrs. Esdaile’s dark pug face sharpened. So she’d been hearing the whispers, too. No wonder Mac always asked for her, the type of girl to rouse confidence in the most cynical breast.

  But it was hardly fair to her. She, too, remembered Dr. Hawke’s swift denial.




  ‘All right,’ she said. ‘It’s time you had a break.’




  So you might say it was due to Miles Gordon that Helen ever met Paul French.




  It was Paul’s wife, Blanche, who was her prospective patient. Blanche’s father had been ‘Midas’ Mullins, for whom everything he touched turned to gold

  and who expected, as indeed she did also, to find that money could buy him his heart’s desire. So it was a shock when the confidently anticipated son turned out to be a girl. Being a rich

  man’s daughter proved no advantage to Blanche, who grew up with a sense of inferiority and secret resentment against Providence. Her father warned her that the world was full of

  fortune-hunters aching to be a rich man’s son-in-law, and took care to see that no poor young man ever crossed his threshold.




  ‘I haven’t worked like a Trojan all these years to see my money chucked away by some young spendthrift,’ he said.




  By the time she was thirty Blanche was aware of her reputation as ‘that dull Mullins girl.’ She played a fair game of golf and drove a handsome car all over the county; she presided

  at the head of her father’s table when he entertained his business associates, she knew their wives were sorry for her, and that she could look forward to nothing but being an even richer

  middle-aged woman in due course. She didn’t have to earn a living and her father wouldn’t have heard of her trying; she learned to paint on china, which she didn’t do very well.

  That was all ‘Midas’ Mullins’s money had done for her.




  And then she met Paul French.




  It was the chanciest of meetings. Paul was employed by a lawyer called Jayne, he was twenty-one, had neither money nor influence, but great ambition, drive, and a firm intention to climb to the

  top of the tree the hard way if there was no other. His parents had been killed by one of the German bombs in 1944 when he was eighteen and just due to join up. After the war he found himself

  without money and, not caring for the plans a parental Government was making for him, found himself a job with Stanley, Jayne and Stanley.




  Mrs. Jayne was giving a dinner-party and at the eleventh hour one of the guests cracked his ankle and couldn’t attend. Mrs. Jayne rang her husband.




  ‘Bill Wallace has let me down,’ she said. ‘I can’t find another man at this stage, bring someone from your office, anyone will do who won’t get drunk and possesses

  a dinner-jacket. He can go down with that Mullins girl. It doesn’t matter much who she has, she’ll sit like an idol right through the meal.’




  Mr. Jayne looked about him desperately; most of his staff were married men who couldn’t be asked out at short notice without their wives. Then his glance fell on Paul. A nice-looking boy,

  he thought, a good worker, a good-looker, too, though that hadn’t struck him before, not likely to have any very important engagement for to-night and probably tickled pink to be asked to

  dinner with the boss. Only thing was he probably hadn’t got a dinner-jacket.




  ‘Dinner-jacket, sir?’ said Paul, looking surprised. (It was typical of Jayne that he asked about the dinner-jacket before finding out if his clerk was free that evening.) ‘Why,

  yes, sir.’




  ‘Good. Give you a chance to air it. My wife wants me to bring an extra man to dinner. Not doing anything to-night, I suppose?’ he added, as an afterthought.




  ‘Nothing I can’t put off,’ said Paul, promptly. He didn’t imagine there’d be much sparkle to an evening dominated by the Jaynes, but a young man with his way to

  make has to take the rough with the smooth. So far Jayne had scarcely noticed his existence. If he could make him think, ‘Why, there’s more to the chap than I dreamed,’ that meant

  one more step up the ladder.




  As soon as Mr. Jayne had departed, leaving his clerk to close the office, Paul snatched up his hat and went along to see a friend who might be persuaded to lend him a dinner-jacket. That was the

  kind of man he was.




  Blanche was far less of a fool than her father supposed. She saw in a flash what had happened. Someone had fallen out and the obvious substitute was being wished on to her. He was a young man

  who couldn’t conceivably be interested in anything she had to say, probably thought thirty was as old as the hills.




  Within ten minutes of the start of dinner she was astounded to find she was enjoying herself and, what was more, carrying on an easy conversation with her partner.




  Paul had no inhibitions. He talked frankly about himself. Oh yes, he was going to be a lawyer, that’s why he’d taken this job with old Jayne. True, he was only a hewer of wood and

  drawer of water at the moment, but he believed firmly—didn’t she?—that if you wanted a thing badly enough you invariably got it.




  ‘I’d like to,’ Blanche admitted.




  ‘What do you want most out of life?’ No one had ever asked her that before. No one had cared enough. It wasn’t surprising that his gay attentions went to her head. She was

  startled to find her tongue unlocked, her laughter coming spontaneously, if a little rustily, like water from a tap that hasn’t been used for a long time. She asked him if he ever played

  golf; he said he could handle a club but that was about all. She asked him if he’d play a round with her the following Sunday, she’d pick him up about ten.




  That was how it started.




  It had been going on some time when the whispers reached Edgar Mullins’s ears. ‘What’s all this nonsense about you and that boy from Jayne’s office?’ he asked his

  daughter.




  ‘I don’t know what you’ve heard,’ said Blanche, her heart going like a piston.




  ‘He’s been playing golf with you.’




  She nodded. (She didn’t know till long afterwards that he’d hired his first set of clubs before he’d saved enough to buy them for himself. The dinner-jacket came first. He had

  the good sense to see things in perspective.) ‘He plays a very good game. I tell him he should join your club.’




  ‘You’re making yourself conspicuous,’ Edgar snapped. ‘He’s nobody.’




  ‘He will be. If he’d had a little money everyone would have heard of him.’




  ‘I don’t choose to have my daughter a subject for gossip,’ he snapped.




  ‘Pity they’ve nothing better to talk about,’ said Blanche airily, and then the telephone rang and she went to answer it and didn’t come back.




  When a bit later she told her father she was going to marry Paul French he didn’t believe it. Then he said cruelly, ‘Does he know?’




  ‘It’s not official yet; he has to pass his law exams, and of course he can only work in his spare time. I help him,’ she added.




  Edgar guffawed. ‘You’re dumber than I thought if you swallow that. Can’t you see he’s out to be a rich man’s son-in-law?’




  ‘If so,’ said Blanche outrageously, ‘he’s in the minority. There hasn’t been exactly a competition.’




  ‘I’ll have a word with the young man,’ promised Edgar grimly.




  He expected Paul to be overwhelmed, but he appeared sunnily calm. ‘I quite see how it must appear to you, sir,’ he acknowledged. ‘Hanging up my hat on a golden hook. But

  it’s not like that at all.’




  ‘I take it you’ve no objection to living on your wife’s money.’ It was infernally unreasonable of his wife to have left her small fortune to her daughter. Women

  shouldn’t be independent. It’s against Nature. ‘I understand you propose to give up working after your marriage.’




  ‘Blanche can’t have made the situation clear,’ said Paul. ‘I shan’t stop work, I shall only stop being paid for it. In fact, I shall be working harder than

  ever.’




  ‘And while you’re climbing?’ asked Edgar. ‘Who pays the bills?’




  ‘You wouldn’t object to your daughter investing in a gold mine, say,’ Paul suggested. ‘Can’t you look at it like that? Give me a year or two and the investment will

  start paying dividends. And they won’t be small ones.’




  Edgar gasped. ‘I must say you know how to sell yourself,’ he admitted. ‘Have you persuaded yourself you’re in love with her?’




  ‘We’re excellent friends,’ said Paul. ‘Love? I don’t know much about it. I’ve been in love in one way and another ever since I was seventeen. I think it will

  work,’ he added soberly. ‘I shall do everything I can to make it.’




  Edgar Mullins had an uncomfortable feeling that the young chap was getting the better of him. A likely-looking lad, good presence, a hard worker—all the same . . .




  ‘The fact remains you’ve got nothing to offer,’ he insisted.




  ‘The future,’ said Paul. ‘And that’s what counts. Her future and mine.’




  ‘By God,’ said Edgar, and no one was more surprised than he to hear his own words, ‘I wish I had a son like you.’




  The gossips waited to see the marriage crack; at the end of five years they were less certain. Marriage had worked wonders in Blanche. Paul had passed his exams and been

  persuaded to let his wife buy him a partnership in Nunn, Nunn and Norris. ‘Call it a wedding-present,’ she pleaded. ‘Old Nunn has retired and Norris will follow his example in

  about ten years. Then the whole business will be yours. And he’s anxious to have you. He made that perfectly clear.’




  Norris wasn’t the only lawyer willing to give the young man a chance and Paul was proving the investment Blanche had foreseen. Before Edgar died of an aneurism he was generous enough to

  admit that his daughter had more sense than he’d ever realised. Paul had the power to encourage confidence, really cared about his clients, while, so far as time was concerned, clocks need

  never have been invented for him. Blanche sometimes complained she saw far too little of him. ‘You have a wife as well as an office,’ she used to remind him, half-laughing.




  In the eighth year of the marriage, however, the laughter had died out of her voice. She had the uncomfortable knowledge that her money now made precious little difference to him. He was doing

  well and could have supported a wife without her fortune. And he was popular. Sometimes he was asked out without her.




  ‘Of course you won’t go,’ she said.




  ‘Of course I shall. This isn’t a wives’ party. And I can’t afford to refuse.’ He found it difficult to persuade her that a man wants to be something besides a rich

  woman’s husband.




  Blanche became increasingly exacting; she had nothing but her money—in spite of all her hopes she hadn’t been able to give him children—and she didn’t want him to forget

  it. When he bought himself his first car she asked, ‘What on earth made you buy a Morris? A man in your position should drive a Bentley.’




  ‘I can’t afford a Bentley, not yet,’ said Paul cheerfully.




  ‘You could afford a Rolls if you fancied one,’ she said sharply, and while he was away she arranged to have the car exchanged. That was their first serious row. The following summer

  he arranged their holiday abroad, insisting on paying for every detail. When Blanche found they had a room without a private bath she stormed down to the office and had it changed.




  She had passed her fortieth year when she slipped on the stairs in her own house and fractured her leg. Paul wanted to send her to hospital but she refused outright.




  ‘Hospitals are for people without homes of their own,’ she said. ‘I shall be able to run the house from my bed. I’ll have a nurse, of course . . .’




  She rang up Mrs. Esdaile and asked for Nurse Chesterton, who had come to them once before when she had a bad bout of ’flu and ran a high temperature.




  ‘Nurse Chesterton is engaged,’ said Mrs. Esdaile smoothly, ‘but I’ll send you someone else.’




  And she sent her Helen.




  





  Chapter Two




  THE INSTANT he set eyes on the new nurse Paul French knew he was done for. During nearly ten years of marriage to a woman whose sense of insecurity had

  gradually built up a wall between them he had known an occasional flutter of the heart, but this was something as definite as a thunderclap, as loud as a pealing bell. Indeed, the silence that

  followed her entrance amazed him; he could only suppose that his own ears were sealed to all sound.




  In a matter of seconds he had crossed from the world inhabited by normal people into the country that only lovers know. Good sense deserted him, he never thought, ‘This is a nurse, my

  wife’s nurse, not a woman but a symbol.’ He didn’t think, ‘How will Blanche like having this lovely creature in the house?’ because you might as well ask how people

  liked seeing a rainbow after a storm. He thought: ‘Here she is, here she is.’ The whole of his past life with Blanche closed up behind him like one of those vanishing roads in the

  ancient fairy tale. Turn your head and there’s nothing to be seen. Not darkness, not shadows even, just nothing, because until now nothing real has existed. Blanche didn’t exist any

  more, not in any personal relationship, someone for whom he had accepted responsibility and to whom he had made vows. The world comprised only two people, and if an earthquake had swallowed up all

  the rest it wouldn’t have surprised him at all; he wouldn’t even have missed them.




  As for Blanche, she was furious. ‘That woman’s a fool,’ she snapped when Helen had gone to her room to change. ‘I asked for Nurse Chesterton. If she couldn’t switch

  her’ (and her voice said it was ridiculous that she couldn’t have worked the change) ‘at least she needn’t have sent me a girl like that.’




  Paul found his voice. ‘What’s wrong with her?’




  ‘You don’t seriously suppose she’s going to settle quietly into our sort of household? It wouldn’t be natural. It’s dull here, how dull you’ve no notion.

  You’re out all day. And I wanted someone who could give me a little companionship as well as nursing. I’m going to be stuck up here for weeks. Besides, Mrs. Hoggett won’t like

  her.’




  ‘What on earth has Mrs. Hoggett got to do with it?’




  Blanche made a gesture of exasperation. ‘That’s exactly like you, Paul. You imagine households run themselves. Let me tell you, it would be a great deal easier to get a fresh nurse

  than to find another house-keeper. They always detest nurses, anyhow. She was bad enough about Chesterton.’




  ‘Why should you suppose she’ll be any worse with this one?’




  ‘Because she’s young. This isn’t a suitable house for young people. She’ll get bored, want to be slipping out to meet boy-friends—Chesterton was past all that. She

  used to go to the Bickwell Zoo in her spare time.’




  ‘To visit her relatives, I don’t doubt,’ agreed Paul, unguardedly. ‘She looked like an elephant, she walked like an elephant, she trumpeted like an elephant. It’s

  my fervent belief that in a previous incarnation she was an elephant.’




  Then Helen came back, wearing her uniform. She had a bandbox neatness, looked as fresh as if she had been new-minted that morning. She went over to the bed and began automatically making her

  patient more comfortable. She didn’t even seem to notice Paul’s existence; and he saw, with shock and outrage, that to her he was simply a husband, as impersonal as the dressing-table

  or the bed.




  Mrs. Hoggett was the Frenchs’ housekeeper, a squat sallow woman with a face like a toad. Her first name was Ruby.




  ‘What on earth possessed anyone to call her that?’ Blanche would demand, and Paul, coming in on his cue, would say, ‘A jewel of a woman, my dear, that’s why.’ Mrs.

  Hoggett had made it clear from the start that she was not to be asked to wait on the sickroom or the sickroom attendant. It was her experience that you were taken advantage of left right and centre

  if you didn’t look after your own interests. She resented the fact that nurses could not be asked to eat in the kitchen, but must either have their meals with the family or on a tray in their

  own rooms. She made it abundantly clear that she should only be asked to bring meals upstairs on the nurse’s night off and only answer bells that evening in the unlikely event of there being

  no one else in the house. She came into the sick-room on Helen’s first day on a pretext of asking Blanche something about the dinner.




  ‘I suppose Nurse will be having hers with Mr. French like Nurse Chesterton did?’ she stated baldly.




  ‘Unless she prefers a tray in her own room.’




  ‘I’m afraid I couldn’t do extra trays,’ announced Mrs. Hoggett.




  So, naturally, it was arranged to suit her.




  Helen was meeting Miles Gordon on her afternoon off.




  ‘What’s it like at the Dene?’ he inquired. She had been with Blanche French almost two months; even Blanche found no fault with her, punctual, competent, well-mannered. She

  even rubbed along all right with Mrs. Hoggett.




  ‘Mrs. F. would never be my favourite patient,’ Helen now admitted, guardedly. ‘She’s got a “Why-me?” complex. There are times when I’m tempted to remind

  her it’s only her leg and that’s getting on quite well. I found her hobbling round her room, with a stick, the other day when I went in unexpectedly. She said I’d forgotten to

  give her something and she wanted to see how much she could do. She wants to start coming down, but Dr. Kemp won’t let her.’




  ‘You’re wasting your time there, my girl,’ said Miles.




  ‘There’s no pleasing some people. You were on at me when I was working for Dr. MacIntyre, now I’m with a safe case you don’t think that’s satisfactory either. One

  thing I can promise you, we shan’t lose this patient through death, unless she gets so tired of bed she throws herself out of the window. Sometimes she has me so bewildered I feel

  she’ll be dancing at my funeral. She has the idea that when you’re paying people they should never sit down.’




  Inevitably he asked, ‘How about French?’




  ‘She’s silly about him, I think. Harries him all the time. Must you go out? Who are you going to see? Who’s that letter from? Who rang up? Why do you have to go through papers

  to-night? I didn’t marry to lie by myself evening after evening. It’s beginning to run him ragged.’




  ‘It’s worth remembering that people don’t change overnight,’ said Miles, dryly. ‘She’s presumably been harrying him for years and he seems to have borne up

  remarkably well.’




  ‘There’s always the last straw,’ said Helen vaguely.




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘Well, the one word too many. Miles, do be careful, you’re beginning to get like her. This is my time off. I want to enjoy myself. I know Mrs. Esdaile says it’s not a hard

  case, and in the sense of sitting up at night and that sort of thing it isn’t—nothing to Miss Turton—but if I could have pulled one of them through it wouldn’t have been

  Mrs. French.’




  Inconveniently Miles remembered that when the theme of Blanche French’s appalling death became the talk of the county.




  It appears inconceivable that all this time Blanche had no inkling of her husband’s feelings. Mind you, she’d always been a jealous wife, making excuses to visit

  his office whenever he changed his secretary; had kicked up the father and mother of a row when once he had taken a client out to dinner.




  ‘The girl was catching a late train,’ Paul urged. ‘She couldn’t be left to starve. She’s a client.’




  ‘She could have got a meal at the White Hart,’ said Blanche resentfully.




  ‘Besides, she wanted to talk to me about her fiancé. I’m her lawyer, which is on a par with being a doctor. I’ve been fixing up her affairs—a case of a will . .

  .’ But he wouldn’t give her the details. Clients didn’t expect their affairs to be discussed, not even with a wife.




  Helen in that household was pure dynamite; Mrs. Hoggett saw which way the wind was blowing long before Blanche noticed it had even changed; but she didn’t suppose anything would come of

  it. You didn’t throw away a rich wife for a girl who had her own living to get. Blanche would have been furious to know that her mind and her housekeeper’s ran on parallel lines.




  In the evenings, except on Wednesdays when she had the afternoon off, Helen had dinner with her patient’s husband in the room beneath Blanche’s. If it sometimes

  seemed to her that during the meal she was summoned to the sick-room rather more often than was reasonable she didn’t let it trouble her. Blanche hated her own weakness, resented other

  people’s mobility. Paul was the most entertaining of companions. Blanche would writhe to hear the laughter coming up through the boards. She counted the days to Wednesday, when Mrs. Hoggett

  grudgingly served dinner for the two of them in the sick-room.




  ‘It won’t be for much longer,’ Blanche assured her. ‘I’m beginning to get about the room on sticks.’ She sat up at the table now. ‘Dr. Kemp won’t

  let me attempt stairs yet. I had thought of having my bed put downstairs, but . . .’ She looked round at the large lovely room. ‘I don’t much like the idea of sleeping on the

  ground-floor,’ she confessed. ‘Anyone could come through the garden.’




  ‘Cat got your tongue?’ she asked Paul on another occasion.




  Paul looked surprised. ‘I hadn’t anything special to say,’ he confessed.




  ‘You seem to have plenty of conversation on tap other nights,’ she taunted him. ‘I hear you, laughing away with that girl like mad. It’s not very amusing for

  me.’




  Even though she knew she was crazy to do it she couldn’t stop nagging him; she hated him to enjoy himself with anyone away from her.




  Some said later that, even if he was responsible for her death, and as to that opinion remained mixed to the end, it was really a case of indirect suicide.




  ‘Helen,’ said Mrs. Esdaile, ‘how’s your patient getting on?’




  ‘Raring to go,’ said Helen. ‘She’ll undo all the work of past weeks if she can’t sustain her patience a little longer; she will go around with sticks on that

  polished floor when I’m not there. One slip and she’s back where she started.’




  ‘You’ve been there a long time,’ said Mrs. Esdaile. ‘I can’t afford to have one of my best nurses acting as a lapdog to a spoilt woman. All she really needs now is

  a nurse-companion, not a highly-trained girl like yourself. I’ll have a word with Dr. Kemp, and if he thinks you can be spared I shall tell Mrs. French myself.’




  She was sorting through some cards in her card-index, so she missed Helen’s expression of blank dismay. It was like a thunderbolt, the realisation that she wouldn’t be seeing Paul

  French any more. She couldn’t put her finger on the moment when she’d stopped thinking of him as Blanche’s husband.




  ‘I’m out of my mind,’ she told herself candidly. ‘Falling in love with a married man . . .’




  There had been one or two cases in Bryan Mouncey in the past three years, girls losing their heads—and it had always implied the end of their career so far as Mrs. Esdaile was

  concerned.




  ‘I wonder if I’ve given myself away to everyone,’ she tormented herself. ‘I wonder if he guesses.’




  Next day she knew. Blanche had sent her into the garden to pick some flowers for her room. Someone was coming to tea. Helen picked them casually, thinking about Paul, muttering his name. And

  suddenly he was there, he had his arms about her, his mouth was on hers, it was all unreal, a fantasy . . . Suddenly she came to her senses.




  ‘No, no.’ She pushed him away from her.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ said Paul, ‘it was bound to happen. Fire either spreads or extinguishes itself.’




  ‘Then you . . .?’




  ‘From the very first minute. You didn’t guess?’




  She shook her head. ‘No. Why, I only realised myself a few days ago when first Mrs. Esdaile and then your wife spoke of my work here being done. It goes to prove what happens when you try

  to lift yourself out of a rut,’ she added, uncontrollably. ‘I asked Mrs. Esdaile to take me off Dr. MacIntyre’s list for a time, I’d had so many old people who died and I

  didn’t want to get taped—and she had to send me here.’




  ‘Well, of course she had to.’ Paul sounded surprised. ‘We had to meet somewhere, didn’t we?’




  ‘I ought to have left the minute I knew, but I thought—It’s only a little longer, and Mrs. Esdaile’s so sharp, if I’d made a point of it . . .’




  ‘Stop bothering about Mrs. Esdaile. She’s bound to know along with everyone else before many more moons are past.’




  Helen wrenched herself free of his detaining hand. ‘What do you mean, know? Of course she can’t. This can’t go any further.’




  ‘You talk as though love’s like a tap to be turned on and off at will. You’re wrong. It’s on and it’s flowing like Niagara, and it’s going to sweep us both

  over the edge. It’s no use fighting fate.’




  Helen struggled against the tide that threatened to overwhelm her.




  ‘On the contrary, we spend half our lives doing that very thing.’




  ‘And look at the result. Anyway, even if you can fight fate you can’t fight me; and don’t get any melodramatic ideas about breaking up a happy home. Blanche and I have been

  washed up for some time. It only needed the last straw . . .’




  She remembered her own words to Miles Gordon. But she had never identified herself with the straw . . .




  Mrs. Hoggett’s voice broke suddenly into their absorption. ‘Nurse, Nurse,’ she called.




  ‘Don’t let her see you,’ breathed Helen. She snatched up her few flowers and hurried up the garden. Mrs. Hoggett stood at the head of the path.




  ‘Mrs. French has been ringing like mad these past five minutes,’ Mrs. Hoggett told her, surveying with a crafty, knowing gaze the roughened hair, the brilliant colour in the cheeks

  and sparkle in the eye.




  ‘How unreasonable!’ snapped Helen. ‘She sent me to pick some flowers . . .’




  Mrs. Hoggett’s gaze moved to Helen’s meagre harvest. ‘Storm must have knocked them about worse than Mrs. French guessed,’ she hazarded. ‘As for reason, well, we

  know sick folk, don’t we, Nurse?’




  There was a wealth of meaning in her voice. Helen pushed past. ‘I must take these up.’




  ‘I knew you were in the garden,’ Mrs. Hoggett’s voice called after her. ‘I could hear you talking to yourself. She must be in love, I said.’ She followed the girl

  into the house, with her usual clumping step that Paul had said made you think of clods being dropped on to a closed coffin. Her wide toad’s mouth was set in a knowing grin.




  By Wednesday Helen’s mind was made up. She would ask for a transfer immediately, try for something outside the neighbourhood. Sometimes doctors asked for nurses to

  accompany invalids to the seaside. She might be lucky . . .




  She and Paul had been very circumspect since that morning. On Sunday he had been playing golf all day and he and Blanche had supper together, Mrs. Hoggett being out. On Monday and Tuesday they

  kept up appearances. It was a good thing, she thought, that it wouldn’t go on much longer. Now that the truth was out in the open it seemed that it must be obvious to everyone, even to

  Blanche. But fate seemed against her. When she reached the Nurses’ Home on Wednesday, which was her afternoon off, she learned that Mrs. Esdaile had been sent for on account of an accident,

  feared to be fatal, to her sister in London. She never delegated her duties; any decisions must await her return. If nurses were wanted—well, she had no one free at the moment and by the end

  of the week at the latest she would be home.




  There was an air of relaxation about the Home. ‘When the cat’s away,’ quoted Katie Cameron, tucking her arm into Helen’s. ‘Mind you, I’m as sorry as anyone

  about the accident—the one person on earth Ma Esdaile cares about is the sister—but there’s no doubt about it, there’s not much chance to come up for air when she’s on

  the premises. You look washed out, darling. Your treasure being more of a hell-cat than usual?’




  ‘Mrs. Esdaile was speaking of a transfer,’ said Helen vaguely.




  ‘I suppose you’re the only one of us who’d have stuck her so long,’ said Katie, in her cheerful outspoken fashion. ‘How long have you been there? Still, poor old

  Paul French has had to cope with her for ten years. I suppose it’s all a matter of habit. They say there’s an African tribe that lives solely on earth, because it’s never learnt

  to cook.’ Fortunately she never paused for an answer to her questions. ‘Look,’ she ran on, ‘seeing you can’t beard the dragon in her den this evening, come to the

  pictures. It’s Jack Hawkins. I do wonder what it would be like to be married to a famous film star. One imagines it would be Glamour Inc. but of course the glamour might incorporate too many

  other accommodating females.’




  Helen began to laugh. Her intention to ask for a transfer was unchanged, but to-night she could relax. They ate at the Home—it wasn’t specially good but it was cheap and, as Katie

  Cameron said, at least you knew the stuff hadn’t come out of a trap. The film was absorbing. Jack Hawkins was playing a policeman and inevitably Katie began to wonder what it would be like to

  be a policeman’s wife.




  ‘A detective-inspector at least,’ she insisted. ‘What comes after that? A superintendent? I never can remember . . .’ She chattered away like Lord Tennyson’s brook

  that went on for ever. She was always on the lookout for a husband, complained that bachelors seemed to like going into hospital instead of having someone to cosset them in their own homes.




  ‘Bachelors don’t have homes,’ Helen reminded her.




  ‘P’rhaps they’re lucky. Some of the wives we see . . .’




  That reminded Helen again of Blanche and she was suddenly quiet.




  ‘I must get out,’ she cried like Sterne’s starling, not guessing that already it was too late.




  





  Chapter Three




  WEDNESDAY EVENINGS were the highlight of Blanche’s week and it was understood that Paul should make no engagements for that night. So it was

  unfortunate that on this particular Wednesday he found himself compelled to dine with a new and important client, called Roberts. This man was leaving the country by the night plane which involved

  catching a ten o’clock train from West Barsley, and had certain dispositions to make before his departure.




  ‘Surely Blanche will be reasonable for once,’ Paul reflected. He had been out when the staccato message came through and his secretary had made the appointment. He paused to

  telephone Roberts’s house to confirm the arrangement, then went up to explain to his wife. He found her in one of her least accommodating moods. She had had a long empty afternoon. Mrs.

  Hoggett had brought up her tea-tray at 4.15 and removed it smartly at five. No one had come in, no one had telephoned, her library book was boring to a degree. She nourished herself on the thought

  of dinner with Paul. And then when he did come in it was to tell her that he had to leave again within the hour.




  ‘Nonsense,’ she said flatly. ‘I don’t know what your engagement is but it can’t take precedence over our permanent arrangement. Goodness knows, it’s deadly

  enough lying here all day—and this is Helen’s evening off, or had you forgotten?’




  ‘Of course I hadn’t forgotten, Blanche, but this is something I can’t postpone. Roberts has to catch the late train to town . . .’




  ‘He should have considered that before. You’re not an office boy to fetch and carry . . .’




  He passed his hand over his face. ‘I could do with a shave,’ he said vaguely. ‘It’s no good, of course I must go. It was quite a feather in my cap to get Roberts’s

  business. All the local lawyers wanted to handle it. It could be one of those really big things . . .’




  ‘Then let one of the others handle it,’ she snapped. ‘It’s different for them. They’re dependent on their earnings and can’t afford to let chances

  slip. But you can pick and choose . . .’




  In his impatience he said an unfortunate thing. ‘Can’t you understand I don’t want to be Mr. Blanche Mullins all my life?’




  Her face turned a hideous plum colour; for a moment she looked as though she might actually break a blood-vessel.




  ‘That’s a charming thing to say to your wife,’ she cried. ‘There was a time when it didn’t stick in your throat to use my help . . . Don’t forget that if it

  wasn’t for me you’d still be somebody’s clerk, and your wonderful Mr. Roberts would never have heard of you, unless you’d been asked to whistle him up a taxi.’




  He said scornfully, ‘That’s not true and you know it. Oh, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful; without your interest, your help, I should have taken longer to climb the ladder,

  but I should have climbed it in any case.’




  ‘How?’ she demanded.




  ‘Oh, I might have attracted attention in another quarter, like Scholes and old Barton. Or I might have backed a winner or pulled a millionaire from under the wheels of a

  car—anything.’




  ‘But, of course, it was safer marrying a rich woman.’




  He said quietly, (and here she should have been warned, since quiet anger is a terrible thing) ‘Are you never proud that your investment turned out as well as it has? Your father was

  generous enough to admit before he died . . .’




  ‘My father warned me before we were married that this would happen. He said if I supposed you were marrying me for anything but the money . . .’




  ‘He may have thought so then. He didn’t believe it five years later.’




  ‘Then you fooled him as well as me. That’s a feather in your cap, if you like. Not many people fooled “Midas” Mullins. Why can’t Mr. Norris have dinner with your

  precious Roberts?’
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