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Chapter One

It was a good party, Brooke told herself happily as she surveyed the room; crowded, although there were no more than ten or twelve people there. But then it was a small room. The living-room of Dr. and Mrs. Herschell’s apartment, to which had been invited the closest friends of Dr. Clark Reid who, tomorrow, would leave Mercy Hospital to take up his duties as a member of the staff of a county seat hospital in the mountains.

Brooke studied them all; her own and Clark’s closest friends. Doctors and nurses who an hour or two ago had been going busily and competently about their work in the wards and corridors of the big charity hospital, with its one wing dedicated to patients who could afford to pay for the finest of medical attention. The same attention, Brooke reminded herself with a small grin, as was given free to the city’s indigent citizens!

Clark, tall and rugged-looking, pleasantly homely and with something oddly attractive about his big-boned, perfectly co-ordinated body and his lean brown face beneath its thatch of sandy hair, looked across the room and met Brooke’s eyes. His own that were darkly brown, lit up. He spoke to Dr. Herschell and came across to sit beside her on the low couch.

“It’s indecent,” he told her softly, his brown eyes meeting hers that were so blue. “And it’s also very unkind.”

Her dark brows went up airily and she smiled, a dimple tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“I’ll play ‘straight’ for you and ask, ‘What’s indecent, also unkind?’” She laughed.

“For you to look so dog-goned happy when this is my farewell party,” he accused her. “You could at least look as if you were sorry to see me go, and pretend you’re going to miss me, even if you’re not.”

“I am going to miss you,” she told him quietly, a depth of sincerity in her voice that brought warmth to his eyes. “But I’m not sorry to see you go. This is what you’ve been working for since the day you entered pre-med: to become a doctor and to go back to the mountains and help your people.”

Clark nodded. “There’s that, of course,” he admitted. “It is—if I may say it without sounding corny—the fulfillment of a dream. To have a nice new hospital, even if it is only a forty-bed place, there in the mountains where it has been so desperately needed for so many years, and to be allowed to be a member of the staff. But I’m going to miss you.”

Color crept into Brooke’s face but she met his eyes straightly.

“I’ll miss you, too, Clark. It’s been grand working with you here,” she told him swiftly.

Clark’s hand touched hers, closed tightly over it. His eyes were warm and earnest and his voice sank to a husky whisper.

“There is so much I want to say to you, Brooke, but I have no right. Not now. And it may be years before I can say what I want to say. That’s why it hurts to go away.” He set his teeth hard on the last words.

Brooke was uncomfortable, because she knew what he wanted to say, as any woman knows when a man is in love with her and wants to tell her so.

“Please don’t say it, Clark—not now,” she managed at last. He looked at her sharply, frowning.

“There is somebody else?” he demanded.

“Of course not. It’s just that—well, there’s nobody!”

“Not even me?”

She looked up at him swiftly, and there was pain in her eyes.

“I’m very fond of you, Clark. I admire you and respect your ability not only as a doctor but as a man! But—well, that’s all. I’m sorry, Clark.”

He nodded, his face tired and his eyes bleak.

“I’ve no right to ask anything more. That’s a whole lot more than I deserve, of course,” he confessed with a humility that brought a mist of tears to her eyes. “But if there isn’t anybody else—well, at least a fellow would be a fool not to grasp any faint hope there might be. Maybe some day?”

“Who knows?” Brooke deliberately kept her voice light. “We’ve known each other two years; but we’ve both been hard at work and there hasn’t been much time for—well, for—”

“Courting?” Clark finished for her, and now there was a twinkle in his eyes that vanquished the bleakness. “It’s an old-fashioned word well thought of back in the part of the country where I came from and where I’m going back.”

“It’s a very nice word, and very expressive.” She smiled at him.

“Glad you like it.” Clark’s jaw was set, but he tried to match the lightness of her tone. “Maybe some day I’ll have a chance to show you what it means.”

Flushed, her eyes not quite meeting his, she changed the subject by saying, “I’m going away, too, in a few days.”

Startled, he protested, “You’re leaving Mercy Hospital? Then why not come with me? Believe me, you couldn’t find a place where you’d be more badly needed.”

“I’m only going for a few weeks, and then I’ll be coming back here,” she cut in quickly. “I’m taking a private duty case. Dr. Herschell asked me to, and I think it will be quite interesting. But I’ll be coming back to Mercy when the patient is over his convalescence.”

Clark nodded thoughtfully.

“If it’s a patient who can afford a private duty nurse, it must be someone from the Pavilion. None of the patients on my side of the hospital could possibly afford such a luxury no matter how much it was needed,” he said.

“It’s the Henshaw boy,” Brooke explained. “Mrs. Hollingsworth’s nephew.”

“Oh, yes,” Clark remembered. “I’ve heard about him. Pneumonia a couple of months ago, and before he had completely recovered, a relapse. So he’s strong enough to be sent home.”

“Clark, I’m worried about him,” Brooke admitted impulsively. “Oh, I know, one of the cardinal rules of nursing is: ‘Never get emotionally involved with your patients. But how can you help it when it’s a boy like Jerry Henshaw, who apparently has everything in the world to live for but doesn’t want to live?”

“Like that, is it?” Clark was interested.

“I think so,” Brooke told him swiftly. “He’s not quite nineteen; he’d be a handsome youngster if he were not so skinny and so pale and whipped-looking!”

Clark grinned at her.

“Well, a bout with pneumonia and then a relapse would make anybody look skinny and whipped!” he reminded her.

“Oh, I know that, of course. But there’s something about him that makes me want to weep. Go ahead; tell me I’m being most unprofessional!”

“Maybe you are, but you’re being very feminine and showing a very warm heart, and when was that ever a sin?” His voice was lightly teasing but his eyes were interested.

“If Mrs. Hollingsworth wasn’t obviously devoted to him, I’d almost believe he hated her! There are times when he looks at her, when she is fussing around him and scolding the nurses and even the doctors because ‘her boy’ isn’t recovering fast enough. You’d think she was his mother, not his aunt. So why should he hate her?”

“Boys his age get some queer ideas. The phrase, ‘crazy, mixed-up kids,’ is pretty corny, but it tells a lot of the story. Maybe the youngster needs psychiatric treatment.”

“Dr. Herschell suggested that to Mrs. Hollingsworth and she almost went into a fit! Accused him of saying Jerry was ‘mentally ill’ and seemed to consider it a deliberate insult. And the next day she began demanding that Jerry be taken home,” Brooke told him. “Dr. Herschell agreed and said that he would need expert nursing, and immediately Mrs. Hollingsworth said that Jerry liked me, so I could go home with them. It didn’t seem to occur to her that there was any question about my being delighted to do just that!”

“You don’t want to go?” asked Clark. “It would be a nice change for you. I hear the Hollingsworth place is quite fabulous. And of course Reagan, the glamour boy, will be there.”

“You mean Mrs. Hollingsworth’s stepson?”

“Who else?”

Brooke’s eyes widened.

“You don’t for one moment think Reagan Hollingsworth would give me a second glance?” she protested incredulously.

“From what I’ve seen of him, and I admit that’s not much, I’d say he was a completely normal guy, in full possession of an his faculties. Therefore I’m quite sure he would happily give you much more than a second glance! He’d be a fool and a blind dolt if he didn’t!” growled Clark.

Brooke stared at him for a moment, and then she put her hand on his in a fleeting caress and laughed gently.

“Clark, you’re sweet!” she said softly. And then as he turned his hand swiftly, to capture hers, she stood up and said gaily, “Shall we dance? I love this tune.”

“Well, it’s one way of getting you into my arms,” said Clark dryly. “Not the way I would have chosen, if I’d had my ‘druthers’—but I’d ‘druther’ have you in my arms dancing than not have you at all.”

Before they had gone halfway around the room, someone cut in, and Clark retreated once more to the sofa where, a few moments later, Myra Herschell came to sit beside him. Plump, kind, frankly middle-aged and devoted to her husband who was head of the staff at Mercy, she smiled at Clark.

“It’s wonderful you are getting the chance you have wanted to go back to your home in the mountains, Clark, but we’re going to miss you here. I was disappointed that you turned down Hank’s offer to stay on as his assistant and eventually take over; and I know there were other good offers, too.”

Clark nodded sombrely.

“I know, and I’m most grateful to you and to Dr. Herschell and the others who made me offers,” he admitted. “Frankly, I was badly tempted. But then when I remembered the folks back at home, how much they had to sacrifice so that I could complete my training and how badly I am needed there, I knew I had to go back.”

“But now that they have this new hospital—” Myra began.

Clark grinned wryly.

“The opening of which had to be delayed two months because they couldn’t get a staff physician, and only two elderly nurses. And with old Doc Beasley at eighty-one still riding the mountain roads at all hours of the day or night in all kinds of weather—Oh, yes, they’ve got a hospital and I know the whole county is proud of it; but a staff is desperately needed. There’s little to appeal to an ambitious young doctor just setting up shop for himself; especially a man who is married and has responsibilities. So I’m elected. And I’m grateful and proud to be able to repay some of the sacrifices my family made so that I could become a doctor.”

His eyes followed Brooke wistfully, and Myra watched him, touched and yet admiring his strength of character.


Chapter Two

Brooke smiled down at the handsome, sullen boy who looked up at her from his wheel-chair, and eyed the tray she was placing before him with no interest whatever.

“I suppose you’re excited about going home tomorrow,” she said gaily. “I am, because I’m going with you. I’ve heard some fascinating stories about Hollingsworth Hall. It must be a lovely place.”

Jerry dug a fork into the food on the tray, and she saw his mouth twist slightly.

“Oh, it’s a very lovely place. There are no bars on the windows, though.”

Brooke stared at him, puzzled.

“But why should there be?” she asked curiously.

Jerry shot her a swift, cynical glance.

“Don’t they usually live bars on the windows of even the most luxurious prisons?”

“Why, Mr. Henshaw—”

He thrust the tray away from him, and Brooke caught it in time to prevent it from being spilled.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he growled sullenly. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

“You didn’t like your supper. I’m sorry. Can you think of anything I could get for you that you would like?” Brooke coaxed.

“The only thing I would like neither you nor anybody else can get for me, so let’s skip it, shall we?” He was a sulky little boy, and Brooke was distressed by the bitterness she could not understand.

“But you must eat, Mr. Henshaw.”

“Stop calling me Mr. Henshaw—and I don’t have to eat if I don’t want to. I’m not hungry.”

“I’m sorry. I was under the impression you wanted to get well,” Brooke reminded him.

He shot her an unfriendly glance.

“Why?” he asked sullenly.

“Now, that’s just plain silly,” Brooke told him sharply. “You’re young, you have your life ahead—”

“A life in which I will never, under any circumstances, be permitted to do one single thing I want to do! That’s something to look forward to?”

Brooke studied him for a moment, but before she could manage any kind of answer, the door opened and his sister Eunice came in, her lovely face touched with anxious affection.

“Hello, Buddy, how are you feeling?” she asked, and flashed Brooke a friendly smile.

“Hi,” said Jerry curtly.

Eunice looked at the almost untouched tray and then swiftly, worried, at Brooke.

“Oh, now, Buddy, you’ve just got to eat if you want to get your strength back,” she pleaded.

“Strength for what?” Jerry demanded grimly.

Eunice bent over him, put her arms about him and rested her cheek against his tousled dark head, and her voice was so low that Brooke could not hear what she said. But she saw Jerry look up at her, and for a moment his thin-lipped mouth was twisted in something faintly approaching a smile.

“We should both live that long, only we won’t, so why don’t we face it?” he said dryly.

Eunice bent swiftly, brushed his cheek with her lips and straightened, to smile at Brooke.

“Couldn’t he have maybe an egg-nog, Nurse?” she asked.

“Of course. I’ll get it,” answered Brooke, and left the room.

When she came back Eunice and Jerry had their heads together and were talking very softly, and some of the bitterness had lifted from Jerry’s face. He accepted the egg-nog and drank it with a slight evidence of enjoyment.

“There, now!” Eunice stood up, smiling warmly at him. “That’s my boy! And the minute I get you home, I’m going to see to it that you pull yourself together and start growing up.”

“That sounds likely, under the circumstances, doesn’t it?” Jerry said dryly. “You know as well as I do that she’d like to keep us both under glass, never growing a moment older because it might reveal her age. People might not actually believe that she was thirty-ish, instead of close to fifty!”

Eunice shot Brooke a swift glance, bent and murmured in Jerry’s ear and then straightened, smiling.

“I’d better run along now and pick up Bella,” she said briskly. “She’s doing some shopping for the Hall, and she sent you her love, Buddy.”

“I’m sure,” said Jerry.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, won’t I, Nurse?” Eunice tried to drown out his words.

“She’s going with us down to the Hall, Eunice,” Jerry reminded his sister. “She’ll be there for a few weeks. Don’t you think you should begin getting accustomed to calling her by name? Brooke, this is Eunice, my sister—as if you didn’t know.”

Eunice smiled warmly. “Hello, Brooke. I’m awfully glad you are going with us.”

“Thank you,” said Brooke quite sincerely. “I hope I can be of service.”

Jerry gave a harsh laugh.

“Don’t worry about that,” he mocked. “Bella will see to it that you are of service.”

“Jerry, please!” Eunice pleaded. “You’ll frighten Brooke off.”

Jerry gave Brooke an amused, cynical glance.

“Oh, she’s a nurse. She’s accustomed to bad-tempered people which is why I’m so sure she’ll get along with Bella,” he drawled.

Eunice glanced at her wrist-watch and said briskly, “Well, I won’t, if I keep her waiting. I’d better run along.”

“You don’t mean she’s going to let you drive her? Where’s the great Reagan?” he mocked, his tone thick with hostility as he mentioned the name.

“Oh, Reagan has a date,” answered Eunice, determinedly gay. “We’re staying in town at the hotel overnight so we can all drive down together tomorrow.”

“How touching! “sneered Jerry.

Outside his door, Eunice turned swiftly to Brooke.

“He will get well, won’t he?” she pleaded for reassurance.

“If he wants to,” Brooke answered her frankly.

Eunice’s eyes widened anxiously.

“But—what a thing to say! Why wouldn’t he?” she stammered unhappily.

“I’m afraid you’d know the answer to that much better than I could be expected to, Miss Henshaw,” Brooke began.

“Oh, please call me Eunice,” begged the other. “You’re right, of course. Buddy is a very unhappy boy; and the awful part of it is that there isn’t one single thing I can do about it; and Bella won’t!”

She hesitated and Brooke waited. Suddenly Eunice forced a smile.

“It’s a long and very tiresome story. I’m sure you will have to hear it eventually, since you are going to be living with us, so I’ll save it for now,” she said quickly, and laid her hand on Brooke’s with a little friendly gesture. “I really am glad you’re coming. I like you!”

Her whole manner was so disarming that Brooke laughed and shook the hand laid on her own.

“I’m so glad, because I like you, too,” she said lightly.

This seemed to surprise Eunice. Her eyebrows went up slightly and her lovely, delicately made-up face was touched with a startled look.

“Do you really? How very kind of you—and how surprising! Not many people do, I’m afraid. I’m reputed to have a very caustic tongue and a shocking lack of reverence for things some people consider desperately important!” she admitted. And then with another glance at her watch, “I’ve got to fly. See you tomorrow, Brooke. ’Night.”

Brooke watched her as she went swiftly down the corridor to the elevator, a tall, long-legged woman in her middle twenties, beautifully put together and handsomely dressed. Hatless, her dark red hair above the cashmere coat caught gleams from the overhead lights and made an aureole above her oval face, with its blue-green eyes, the soft, geranium-lipsticked mouth. She turned before she stepped into the elevator, flipped Brooke a gay little salute and was gone.

Brooke stood for a moment against the closed door of Jerry’s room and admitted anticipatory thrill of excitement about the journey to the Hollingsworth place.



Chapter Three

“You’re sure you feel up to the drive in the car? Bella wanted you to come down by ambulance,” Eunice worried the following morning when Jerry, distinctly shaky but dressed in a well-tailored brown sports jacket and fawn-colored slacks, stood clinging to the foot of the bed.

“Oh, sure, I bet she’d love to have me arrive by ambulance! Once I’m flat on my back and inside the jail—” he began.

“Oh, stop it, Buddy!” Eunice cut in shortly. “I’m sick of your whining and your self-pity. Now get a move on. If you’re coming, let’s get started.”

“Thanks, I appreciate your gentleness.” Jerry’s teeth were clenched.

“I’ve brought the wheel-chair,” said Brooke quietly, and slipped it forward. Jerry, his face darkening, tumbled into it and drew a deep breath of relief, his thin colorless face tightening beneath Eunice’s look. “It’s only down to the car. The corridors are rather slippery and it’s quite a long trip.”

“Thanks for the sop to my pride,” said Jerry wryly. “I’d never have made it under my own power, of course.”

A ward attendant picked up the baggage and followed them down the corridor to the elevator and then to the side entrance at the drive. Here a slim, sleek, pale green Cadillac waited, and the attendant and Brooke got Jerry into the back seat, hearing the small sigh of weary relief as he relaxed.

“I thought we were to have the honor of Bella’s and Reagan’s company on the drive,” he managed as Eunice slipped beneath the wheel and Brooke got in beside her.

“Reagan’s driving Bella down,” Eunice offered briefly as she put the car in motion and it slid down to the highway.

“Oh?” Jerry’s tone rose politely. “How did that happen?”

“Well, he has a new Jaguar and she’s afraid he’ll break his neck trying to see how fast it will go, so she felt riding with him might slow him down,” Eunice answered with a touch of defiance.

“A new Jaguar? What happened to the old one that was new six months ago? Did it get dirty?” Jerry wanted to know politely.

“Reagan has a birthday next week and this is his present,” Eunice answered, her tone crisp and pleasant.

“That figures. Only a Jaguar would be a suitable birthday present for Reagan,” drawled Jerry.

“You know perfectly well you could have one, if you’d only ask for it.” Eunice’s tone had an edge, but Brooke thought there was a threat of tears in her voice.

“Oh, sure, anything our hearts desire, provided we grovel sufficiently like half-starved slum children begging for bread,” sneered Jerry.

“Pay him no mind, Brooke. He’s a spoiled brat,” Eunice said grimly.

“He’s a convalescent—” Brooke began. But Jerry gave a derisive hoot that silenced her and made her begin to wish she had not let herself in for this job that was threatening to be anything but pleasant.

“You see Brooke, or rather you will see eventually so I may as well brief you now,” Eunice said grimly; and over her shoulder to Jerry, “You keep still will you?”

“As long as you tell her the truth,” Jerry answered sweetly.

“Our father and Bella’s first husband were brothers,” Eunice began. “They were also partners. But our father died before Uncle Jake hit it rich. There was a lot of money, and Uncle Jake wanted us to have what he felt was our father’s share; but he kept putting off making a will until it was too late. After he died, and all the estate came to Bella, she took us in and was very sweet. We were her family, and we would share everything. I was fourteen and Buddy was eight. We were grateful to her, of course; and we took it for granted that when we were of age, she would settle some of the estate on us and we’d be free to live our own lives. But it didn’t work out that way.”

“And how it didn’t! She loved having us dependent on her for everything but the breath we drew. She loved being, in her own eyes at any rate, Lady Bountiful; bestowing on us everything she wanted us to have, and trying very hard to see to it that we got nothing we really wanted.”

“Now Buddy, that’s not fair.” Eunice bit off the words and rushed on. “Then a few years later, after Uncle Jake’s death, she met Reagan’s father, the Colonel.”

“First class confidence man, all-around crook, and middle-aged gigolo!” Jerry commented with relish.

“But with a great deal of charm, good looks and the ability to make a woman like Bella feel young, lovely and desirable,” Eunice went on as if he had not spoken.

“Which you’ll have to admit was quite a feat,” said Jerry dryly.

“They were married within a couple of weeks of their first meeting,” Eunice continued grimly. “Reagan was the icing on the cake. He had inherited his father’s looks and charm and was a very attractive boy. That was nine years ago, so Reagan was—yes, Reagan was fifteen at the time. Bella fell for the Colonel’s stories about his ancestral mansion that, worse luck, had fallen into the hands of ‘Yankee carpet-baggers’ and been demolished to make way for a factory or something. So Bella, wildly adoring and anxious to do anything that would add to his happiness, set to work to try to find a place as much as possible like ‘the old plantation’; and Hollingsworth Hall is the result. Unfortunately, a year before the Hall was ready to occupy, the Colonel passed on.”

“Drank himself to death, Brooke,” supplied Jerry cheerfully.

“Anyway, Bella was heartbroken, because she was very deeply in love with him. And so she decided that Hollingsworth Hall should be a living monument to him. He’s buried on the place in a Garden of Memories, that to her is a shrine. And she has transferred her adoration to Reagan, as his father’s representative or something.”

“And that’s the story of Hollingsworth Hall, kiddies,” contributed Jerry acidly. “Now, Brooke, you’re supposed to ask Eunice and me why we go on living under Bella’s thumb, and letting her use us as foot stools.”

“Frankly,” Brooke answered, “that’s just what I was going to ask.”

“And let her cut us off from the share of the estate that is rightfully our father’s? That’s exactly what she’d like us to do, so Reagan could have it all,” Jerry answered her promptly.

“And to be even more honest, Brooke, the chief reason is that we are so accustomed to luxury and laziness, we haven’t got the spunk to get out and shift for ourselves!” Eunice added sharply.
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