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Chapter One

The big factory lay silent in the September midafternoon. It was Saturday and only in the big office in a corner of the building was there the sound of voices. The huge outer office with its thirty or more desks was deserted, the typewriters hooded, desks neat and orderly. But in the General Manager’s office a man and a girl were still at work.

Behind the mahogany desk, Phil Donaldson, General Manager of the big textile plant, signed his initials to a long, neatly typed report and laid it in the wire basket beside him. Geraldine Parker looked up at him and smiled. And when she smiled, she was no longer merely a pretty girl; her smile made her beautiful. It was obvious that Phil enjoyed looking at her, for he returned her smile warmly.

“There!” he said, flexing tired fingers. “That’s the last of them. And you were awfully good to help me out.”

“But isn’t that what secretaries are for — to stand by in an emergency?”

Phil studied her: the warm burnished brown of her soft hair, the clear-cut oval of her delicate face, lit by the clear cool gray of her eyes behind gold-tipped lashes, and the warm scarlet of her mouth.

“You’re more than a secretary,” he told her, and there was a note in his voice that brought a fan of carnation-pink into her usually pale face. “You’re my right hand — and the better part of my heart.” His voice deepened and the color burned in her face as her eyes fell without conscious intention to the narrow platinum band of her third finger, with its blazing guard of a beautiful solitaire above it.

There was a moment of silence and then Phil said briskly, “And now, since we only had a sandwich and a glass of milk at lunchtime, why don’t we ride out somewhere where it’s cool and have a real meal? A late luncheon or an early tea or a combination of both. I’m starved, aren’t you?”

Grateful for the change of tone, for his easiness that broke the moment of tension, Geraldine said lightly, “Since you mention it — I am.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” demanded Phil.

“Well, I suppose we’re waiting for me to wash my hands and do things to my face,” Geraldine laughed.

“A scandalous waste of time,” he protested. “The hands — well, maybe — carbon paper smears badly. But the other? That would be gilding the lily!”

She laughed at his labored witticism, avoided the warmth in his eyes and went out of the office.

Phil stood staring at the door through which she had passed. There was a look of strain about his lean, taut face and his blue eyes were tired as he ran his fingers impatiently through his crisp reddish-brown hair. He thrust his hands deeply into his pockets.

“Steady, you fool,” he told himself harshly. “Take it easy! She’s been through a lot, you know. You don’t want to add to it, do you?” Geraldine came back looking fresh and dainty.

She and Phil walked across the long outer office and down the steps to the parking lot.

Phil helped her into the car. He slipped his tall body beneath the wheel and they drove through the quiet streets immediately surrounding the big mill buildings. They turned into Main Street and drove slowly through the Saturday afternoon crowd: farm people in town for their one shopping day of the week; boys and girls from the mills strolling in their best finery, scuffling and laughing; housewives intent on tomorrow’s heavy midday dinner and the shopping necessary for it.

As the green car slipped through the traffic, people glanced at it and Geraldine felt her cheeks warm a little again as she caught some of the glances. But she only sat a little straighter, answering the greetings of her friends with a little casual gesture and a smile.

Through Main Street and on into the residential district, Phil drove without speaking. But when at last they were in the open country he relaxed a little. He smiled down at her.

“There! That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asked.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Geraldine answered.

“I feel sure you do,” Phil replied. “I’ve been trying to date you for the last three months and you’ve turned me down flat. I know that you don’t actually dislike me and that you would have gone out with me, except for your fear of public opinion. And that, of course, is more than just slightly silly. After all, you are a widow — ”

“The widow of a man who is the town’s idol, its favorite hero,” she reminded him.

“But you’re not going to be foolish enough to let that keep you from living a normal life,” said Phil. “Let’s see, how long has it been?”

“Nineteen months.”

“And how long had you been married?”

“Ten days.”

“And — you were how old?” Phil asked very gently after a little silence.

“Eighteen,” she answered. “We were married on my birthday.”

And then she turned to him swiftly.

“Only you mustn’t think that it was just a wartime marriage,” she went on. “We’d grown up together and from the time we were children we had known we were going to be married some day. If it hadn’t been for Vietnam, we’d have waited until he finished college, only there wasn’t time.”

Phil kept silent until she had blinked back the tears and steadied her soft mouth. At last he spoke gravely.

“And ever since the day you were notified by the War Department that your husband had died when his ship was torpedoed and sunk, you have gone in mourning and felt that life was over for you.”

It was a statement, almost an accusation.

Geraldine winced a little and then she lifted her head proudly.

“I went into the mills to work,” she said clearly, “to keep my mind occupied. I wear black because it is considered both smart and practical for a business girl — almost a uniform.”

“And the rest of what I said? That you feel life is over for you?” he persisted with a strange ruthlessness.

She hesitated a moment.

“I don’t quite think that is true,” she said at last, choosing her words painstakingly, speaking slowly. “At first, maybe — oh, of course I felt I could never live again. That I didn’t really want to. You see, I loved him very much.”

“I’m sure you did,” said Phil gently.

Ahead of them there was a break in the leafy green woods and he turned the car into that break, along a narrow, winding country lane through woods ever so faintly touched with the first hint of coloring that would deepen to glory as the autumn advanced.

The lane came out at last into a wide, tree-shaded car park beside a charming big old-fashioned brick house. It was two-storied, wide-galleried, neat and fresh and cool looking, perhaps because of the wide yellow river that curved lazily at the end of the lawn. There was no indication that this was not a private home, save for the small white-covered tables that filled the screened porch overlooking the slope of lawn to the river. A gay border of blossoming petunias broke the edge of the lawn, like a wave of color flung up from the water itself.

The car turned in among half a dozen others parked beneath the wide-spreading live oaks. A waiter in a spotless starched white coat came to the screen door and held it open, bowing as Phil and Geraldine climbed the wide stone steps.

Despite the number of cars in the parking lot, the screened gallery was unoccupied save for two loitering waiters, murmuring in a corner. But there was the buzz of feminine voices and laughter, and Phil asked, puzzled, “Where is everybody?”

“Playing bridge, Mister Donaldson, sir,” explained the waiter, escorting them to a choice table in a corner of the gallery, from which the view was especially good and where one might hope for a vagrant breeze.

“I see,” said Phil and smiled across the small table at Geraldine. “Then we have a little time to ourselves.”

He ordered and when the waiter had departed, he smiled and asked gently, “Feeling better?”

“Of course,” said Geraldine, deliberately misunderstanding him. “It’s lovely here and the thought of a drink and a meal is very pleasant.”

They sat in silence for a while, savoring the quiet and the beauty, the hint of coolness emphasized by the green lawn, the flowers and the shadow of the giant trees, with the glint of the river beyond. Phil spoke again, after they had been served.

“I suppose it seems a bit odd to you — perhaps even cruel — for me to have pried into your emotions as I did,” he said slowly, frowning a little as though he sought out his words with great care. “But believe me it was not mere curiosity.”

“I never for a moment thought that,” she answered swiftly, and was startled to discover that her heart was beating faster.

His smile was warm and grateful.

“Thank you.” he said simply and she knew that he was deeply pleased. “It’s just that ever since I came to the factory in March as General Manager and you were assigned to act as my secretary, you’ve been — a very special person to me. I’ve known about your husband, of course, from the first.”

Her lovely mouth was wry, her eyes shadowed.

“Of course, it’s a romantic story. Everybody in Marthasville loves to tell it. All about the town’s ‘beau ideal’ whom everybody loved, and the girl who was of no importance until he married her.”

Phil studied her curiously as her voice died.

“Don’t feel so bitter, darling.” His hand covered hers.

For a moment the breath in her throat hung suspended and her heart slowed its beat.

Darling!

He’d called her “darling!”

Almost fearfully she lifted wide gray eyes to his, and Phil smiled faintly.

“You see,” he told her quietly, “what I’m trying to say is that I love you very much and want more than anything in the world to marry you.”

Speech was, for the moment, denied her. She could only sit very still, her eyelids lowered, not daring to let him look into her eyes and see the truth there. His hand was on hers, warm, comforting, yet undemanding. All she had to do was make the smallest, slightest gesture and be free of that touch. But she did not want to be free. She had a crazy, almost frightened feeling that he must have known of the sickening lurch of her startled heart that had begun to beat hard and painfully.

If she turned to Phil now and said, straight from the depths of her heart, “I didn’t love Tip — not as I love you. I was a child. I’d never grown up. Tip was the only beau I’d ever had; I had no one to contrast him with, to help me judge. From the first, I was foreordained as Tip’s wife; I thought that was love. I thought so until last March when you came to the plant and I worked with you. It’s you I love, Phil. I’ve never really loved anyone else.”

But Phil was speaking again and she beat down the insistent words in her heart, to listen.

“Perhaps I’ve shocked you, darling, in seeming to believe for a moment that you could marry again,” he said, and she saw the hard set of his mouth. “But, darling, it’s right for a girl like you to have a life of her own — not to shut herself up with memories. I honor you and respect you for your loyalty to Tip’s memory, but if he was the sort of fellow everybody believes, and as I feel he must have been, he would not have wanted you to turn your back on life. He’d have wanted you to pick up the pieces and make something of what was left. Believe me, sweet, it is right and sane and normal for you to marry again. Maybe not me, though I hate to admit that, but someone, soon, darling. If it could be me, then I’d be the happiest man that ever lived. I’d never ask anything of you that you were not ready and willing to give. Unless you find me actually repulsive — ”

“I couldn’t — ever!” Her shaking voice thrust that aside.

He beamed at her gratefully. “We are companionable, aren’t we? We have enough mutual tastes to keep us interested in each other. I’d rather be with you for a few hours than with any other woman for the rest of my life. All I ask of you is that if you are fond of me a little — I don’t expect your love — ”

She could not bear that he should be so humble. She saw Tip in a flashing vision. Tip — Thomas Inman Parker, Junior — very good-looking, possessed of an enormous amount of charm, with laughter always on his lips and an imp of merriment dancing in his eyes. He found living an enormously exciting adventure and was almost arrogantly sure of himself and of his charm and appeal. Against that brief, flashing vision of Tip, she looked at Phil.

He wasn’t good-looking; Phil was pleasantly homely, in fact, and nice! Thick, crisp reddish hair, a lean, narrow, intelligent face, humorous, friendly blue eyes. He was kind and generous and he had been sane enough to accept the government’s ruling that he was more important to the war effort in his job than he could have been by shouldering a gun, as he had longed to do.

Tip and Phil were as far apart as the poles, yet both had loved her. She felt guilty and a little ashamed that her eyes were wide open enough now for her to realize that the emotion she had felt for Tip had been a young, physical, adolescent thing. And just as surely, she knew with all her heart that what she felt now for Phil was the strongest, sanest, most beautiful thing in all her life.

Misreading her silence, Phil drew a deep breath.

“I’m sorry. It was unforgivable of me to expect you to turn to a poor stick of a guy like me, after Tip. I should have realized you could never have room in your life for any other man.”

“You — don’t understand,” Geraldine’s voice shook and there were tears in her eyes.

“I do, of course,” he was almost brusque. “Forget that I asked you.”

“I can’t forget that, because — I’ll be very happy to marry you,” she told him shakily, but honestly. “If you’re quite sure you want me to.”

She heard his sharp-drawn breath and for a moment he was quite still; she felt his hand tighten on hers until the thin platinum wedding band, the square-cut solitare bit deeply into her flesh. She closed her eyes beneath the radiance and the glory that shone in his own, and she fought for words with which to speak her love for him.

“I do love you,” she said faintly.

“Sweet, you needn’t say that. I know, of course, that it isn’t true,” he stopped her gently. “I couldn’t expect it. People have told me about him — he must have been quite a fellow. I’m — I’ll be only too happy to know that you are — fond of me, and that you will let me take care of you. I think, on the basis of our being fond of each other and all the rest of it, we can build something very fine of our marriage.”

Through eyes that were filled with tears, she studied him, but she dared trust her voice for no more than a few words, lest she break down completely. “I think so, too,” she told him in a small, soft breath.

So absorbed had they been that neither was conscious of the sudden increase in voices and laughter as the bridge players flowed out on the wide veranda and the loitering waiters sprang to attention and began to seat the chattering guests.

One of the women was a tall stately looking redhead. Not beautiful by strict standards she was clever about clothes and almost inspired about ways to emphasize her good points and minimize her bad ones. Her clothes were always the last word; her hats were the talk of the town — amused talk among the men, envious among the women. She was Sally Walker, a divorcee, who augmented a small alimony by a slightly larger salary as society editor of the Marthasville Ledger. She was feared far more than she was liked, for her sharp, malicious wit and her ruthless, gossiping tongue.

Sally Walker stood for a moment, slim and cool in crisp white sharkskin and a wide-brimmed white hat which no other woman in town would have dared to wear; her expertly made-up face was expressionless but her green eyes narrowed a little. And then she walked over to the table where Phil and Geraldine sat.

“Well, well kiddies,” her voice was a cool, amused drawl, “and what are you two doing, skulking in the corner?”

Geraldine caught her breath and a little of her radiance faded; but Phil stood up, beaming at Sally.

“How you do talk, Sal, my gal! Who’s skulking? We’re working people who get hungry and came to a cool spot to be fed!” he said innocently.

Sally looked from him to Geraldine and sniffed.

“And I suppose you are holding her hand to keep her from overeating?” she demanded.

Phil looked down at Geraldine and there was a question in his eyes. Geraldine hesitated, the color sweeping into her face, and then recklessly, she nodded.

“Geraldine says it’s all right for you to be the first to hear our news,” he told Sally happily. “Geraldine has consented to marry me.”

Sally’s eyes flew wide and she looked as though she had received a sharp blow. For a moment Geraldine was startled at the look in the frosty green eyes. But Sally rallied after a moment and whistled under her breath.

“So you finally pulled it off!” she said coolly. “Nice going!”

The words, Geraldine knew, were directed at her. But Phil, masculinely blind to such verbal feminine thrusts, accepted them as his just due and his chest swelled pridefully.

“I finally pulled it off,” he boasted. “It’s the toughest job I ever tackled, but well worth all the time and effort expended. Wish me luck, Sally!”

“Why should I?” protested Sally curtly. “You’ve got all you’ll ever need! I hope!”

She looked down at Geraldine for a moment in silence and Geraldine mentally braced herself for what she knew was coming.

“Wonder what Mrs. Parker Senior is going to say to all this?” she mused significantly.

Geraldine stiffened and paled a little.

“She will, of course, be glad to see me happy,” she said quietly.

“Remember me?” Sally interrupted rudely. “I’m Sally. You know darned well you’ll have to pry the Dowager Queen off the ceiling, she’ll hit it so hard when she hears you’ve forgotten her precious boy.”

“Stop it, Sally!” Phil blazed, so unexpectedly savage that Sally blinked and looked almost apologetic, an expression so utterly foreign to Sally Walker that Geraldine almost smiled.

“Sorry,” said Sally, shrugging. “I always did talk too much. Best of luck to you two and be sure to invite me to the wedding. I’ve still got half a dozen sterling silver pickle forks left over from my own wedding gifts that I’d like to unload on somebody, and you look like just the two to accept them without a battle.”

She turned away, paused and asked over her shoulder, “Is this off the record, or can I spill it?”

Geraldine looked at the five or six tea tables where groups of women were chattering.

“Give us five minutes to make our escape and then spill all you like,” she said with sudden recklessness.

“It’s a deal,” Sally agreed.


Chapter Two

Driving down the highway, Phil glanced at Geraldine.

“You dread it a lot, don’t you? Breaking the news to Mrs. Parker, I mean?” he said quietly.

Geraldine looked at him swiftly and he grinned.

“You needn’t, darling, because we’re going straight to her now.”

“Oh, but you don’t have to go!” Geraldine’s voice sounded smothered.

“Think I’m going to let you go through it alone? I can understand how shocked and angry she is going to be to find that after being married to Tip you can think of marrying me. She’s going to resent the contrast and I have an idea the lady can be a bit difficult.”

Geraldine suppressed an almost hysterical desire to laugh at the understatement. She remembered all too vividly the unhappy days after Tip had gone to Saigon and she had tried to make her home with his mother. And how relieved both she and Mrs. Parker had been when Geraldine decided to take a job in the mills. They had agreed politely that it would be absurd for her to make the long drive twice each day to and from the Parker home, and she had gone back to her own home, from which it was only a short walk to her work.

Geraldine had never mentioned to anyone the ugly scene that followed the shocking news that Tip was dead. She would never forget Mrs. Parker’s ravaged face nor the ugly accusations she had flung at Geraldine.

Phil’s hand found hers and closed on it and held it beneath his own on the wheel of the car. She was unspeakably comforted and warmed by the touch of his hand. There was a deep, abiding feeling of safety, of complete security in his touch. She was going to feel shielded and protected in her marriage with Phil; and she was going to convince him that she loved him deeply and sincerely.

Five miles beyond the city limits stood the Parker house, a handsome yellow brick, solid and substantial; no nonsense or frills about it. The house was enclosed within a wrought-iron fence, and there were impressive grounds, velvety green lawns, fine old trees, bright gardens of flowers.

Phil brought the car to a halt, smiled warmly at Geraldine, and said under his breath, “Chin up, sweet!”

She managed a smile and stepped out of the car. They went up the steps and rang the doorbell and heard soft mellow chimes from within the house. A subdued looking maid opened the door, beamed at Geraldine, and said eagerly, “How you do, Miss Gerry, ma’am?”

“Hello, Maggie,” said Geraldine, but before she could say more she looked beyond the maid and saw a small, compact figure in a neat black dress coming down the stairs.

Mrs. Parker was forty-five but she had aged terribly in the months since Tip’s death. Her thick, soft hair was snowy-white, touched with a faint bluish tone, and softly waved. Her small plump face was delicately powdered and completely colorless. Her dark eyes were frosty and there was a set to her unpainted mouth that somehow made Geraldine’s heart sink a little.

She knows, Geraldine told herself wretchedly. Sally lost no time.

“Good afternoon, Geraldine,” Mrs. Parker greeted her with poised courtesy that did nothing to warm the frosty eyes looking beyond Geraldine with polite inquiry to Phil.

“This is Mr. Donaldson, Mrs. Parker,” said Geraldine, somewhat faintly.

“How do you do?” said Mrs. Parker frostily, and indicated the living room. “Won’t you come in? We’ll have tea, Maggie.”

“Not for us, please,” said Geraldine swiftly. “We’ve just finished lunch.”

“At almost four-thirty in the afternoon? What an odd hour for lunch,” said Mrs. Parker, leading the way into the living room.

“We were working late,” Phil explained. Mrs. Parker’s eyes flicked him ever so faintly and dismissed him.

“This is quite a surprise, Geraldine,” said Mrs. Parker politely, when they were seated. “I haven’t seen much of you this summer.”

Her cold eyes dared the girl to deny that, or even to remind the older woman that the last time they had stood here in this room, they had all but screamed at each other and that neither of them had ever wanted to see the other again.

“We’ve been very busy at the plant,” said Geraldine from a tight throat.

“Of course, and it’s natural you would want something a little more cheerful than visits to my son’s home, and his mother,” said Mrs. Parker almost pleasantly.

For a moment she and Geraldine looked straight at each other, and the naked sword of enmity flashed between them.

“I didn’t expect very much from you, Geraldine. How could I, knowing you as I do? But I must admit I was a little shocked that you would allow me to hear such an important piece of news from a rank outsider.”

Geraldine set her teeth for a moment before she could steady her voice to say evenly, “Then I suppose that means Sally telephoned you.”

“Yes.” Mrs. Parker’s voice stung like a whiplash. “I have never liked or approved of Mrs. Walker. I can’t understand how she has been accepted here in Marthasville. But I must admit I was grateful to her for sparing me an unpleasant shock. I should have disliked very much reading such an announcement in the newspaper in the morning.”

Geraldine drew a long hard breath. Mrs. Parker had not changed; why should she have expected the grief and shock of Tip’s death to soften his mother? It had only made her colder, harder, more bitter.

“I am sorry that Sally telephoned you,” said Geraldine stiffly. “As you see, Phil and I were on our way to tell you.”

“Of course,” Mrs. Parker’s soft, musical voice went on placidly, as though Geraldine had not spoken, “I told Mrs. Walker that it was unkind of you to make a joke of such a thing. I consider such jokes in the worst possible taste. But I think I convinced her that there was not a word of truth in the story.”

“You’re quite mistaken, Mrs. Parker,” said Phil swiftly, and there was a flash of anger in his eyes. “I am sorry you are shocked, naturally. But after all, you cannot expect a girl like Geraldine to spend the rest of her life grieving for the husband she lost.”

“Geraldine has spent very little time grieving for my son, Mr. Donaldson!”

Phil’s face flushed and his eyes were bright with anger.

“Forgive me, but that’s not quite true,” he said evenly. “I admit that her attitude has been sane and normal; I would consider her morbid and unhealthy if she tried to deny herself to life because she lost her husband.”

Mrs. Parker’s eyes were derisive, her mouth bitter.

“Oh, and you are not afraid of trusting a woman who loves and forgets so readily, Mr. Donaldson? How very broadminded of you!”

“I would trust Geraldine with my life,” said Phil quietly.

“How very touching!” said Mrs. Parker acidly. “I seem to remember she had Tip as completely bemused, poor, dear boy! He was so certain of her love for him, I’m sure he would never have believed she could forget him so readily — in a matter of a few months.”

Geraldine sat very still, her hands clenched tightly together, her eyes blurred with tears she was fighting desperately not to let fall. She could not have spoken if her life had depended on it. She had endured so many bitter, degrading scenes with Tip’s mother. She knew all the inflections of a voice that was always consciously musical, poised, saying gently things that bit and stung like acid and always left a bruise more painful than a physical blow could have been.

“I’m sorry you take this attitude, Mrs. Parker,” said Phil at last. His manner was disarming, almost friendly, despite the tautness of his month and the bright, hard anger in his eyes. “After all, Geraldine is not yet twenty, and her husband has been dead almost two years. I do not believe that he would want her to go on grieving her life away for him. I think, if he was the man his friends seem to think him, he would want her to marry again, to have children perhaps, a home, someone to take care of her.”

Mrs. Parker was gray, her eyes blazing, but she managed a thin little laugh. “Oh, dear me, you need never worry about Geraldine’s being taken care of. Girls like Geraldine always have some man anxious to look after them!”

Phil stood up and held out his hand to Geraldine, ignoring the older woman. “Come on, darling, you don’t have to endure any more of this.”

Geraldine put her shaking hand in his and let him draw her to her feet. She went out of the room with him, with bowed head, stumbling a little until Phil put his arm about her and guided her to the car. She took with her the memory of Mrs. Parker, looking shrunken, her face gray-white.

In the car, Geraldine put her face in her hands, and for a moment gave way to the sick feeling of pain and helplessness and embarrassment that had tortured her. Phil, his jaw set and hard, sent the car down the drive and along the highway. When they reached town she was outwardly composed and steady.

Geraldine’s home was old-fashioned, pleasantly shabby, good-sized and comfortable looking. Beth Foster’s flower garden still boasted zinnias, marigolds, asters and chrysanthemums just coming into bud.

As the green convertible stopped at the gate, Geraldine said eagerly, “Stay for supper and take potluck?”

Phil beamed happily. “Swell! I’d love to! Sure your mother won’t mind?”

“Mother adores last-minute guests! She never bothers about trying to impress them; she holds the theory that what’s good enough for the family is good enough for company — and there’s always more than enough!” answered Geraldine proudly.

Phil swung open the gate and she walked ahead of him. As he followed, he asked quietly, “We tell them, of course — your mother and father?”

“Of course,” answered Geraldine. “You needn’t dread another scene. They won’t make one.”

“I didn’t for a moment think they would,” Phil assured her so confidently that she glowed a little and slipped her hand in his.

Geraldine led the way in and Phil followed her, his eyes adoring her, his smile warm and tender. Beth Foster, in a neat print dress beneath a gay but quite practical peach-colored apron, stood at the kitchen table beating eggs in a big yellow bowl.

“Hello, darling,” she greeted her daughter abstractedly. “I swear I can’t remember whether that recipe calls for three eggs or four —  Oh, I thought you were alone,” she broke off in surprise, as she saw Phil in the doorway.

“Mom, this is Phil — Mr. Donaldson, my boss,” said Geraldine, dropping a light kiss on her mother’s neat brown hair.

Beth said cheerfully, “I’m so glad you dropped in, Mr. Donaldson. You’re staying for supper, I hope. It’s meat loaf and rice pudding. Not fancy, but filling!”

“Thanks, I’d love to. It sounds great!”

Beth smiled at Phil. “It would, to anybody who lives at the Inn,” she agreed lightly. “You worked late today, didn’t you?”

“Only until three, and then we drove out to Marshalls’ and had a marvelous luncheon — ” Geraldine broke off to ask, quietly, “Where’s Dad?”

“Out in the garden,” answered her mother and went briskly back to beating the eggs. Deciding that if three eggs were good, four would be better, she added another with the lavishness of a woman who knows her hens can be depended on in a pinch. “He’s doing things to the asparagus bed. It’s very embarrassing to a man in his position not to be able to boast about his garden!”

“It might be. People would probably doubt the quality of his seeds, fertilizer and such,” laughed Geraldine and added, “What do you want me to do?”

“Run along and find your father. Everything’s almost ready and the table has been set. Get your father in and make him wash up. That’s a job for anybody!”

Geraldine laughed and led the way through the back hall across the old-fashioned back porch that was the family dining room in summer. There was a walk, bricked and broken so that one walked cautiously, that led out beyond the well, and so through a fence into the vegetable garden. At the left the old carriage house with its four rooms upstairs that had once been the coachman’s domicile, shielded the bed where a stout gray-haired man forked manure into an asparagus bed.

“Hi, Dad,” Geraldine greeted him youthfully, and Phil was enchanted by the way she had changed since she had entered her own home. She seemed younger, gay and carefree and very sweet. “I’ve brought you a visitor.”

“If it’s somebody wanting to know why his asparagus hasn’t come up, I wouldn’t be knowing — the blamed stuff!” answered Tom Foster, and rested contentedly on his spade as Geraldine introduced Phil and the two men shook hands.

“The only thing I know about asparagus is that it comes in cans — and that I don’t like it,” Phil assured him.

Tom nodded. “Sound fellow, Gerry,” he told her gravely. “Very sound!”

Geraldine laughed and thrust her arm through her father’s, and said firmly, “Well, maybe if you’d let the stuff alone, and stop poking at it, it might decide to grow. And anyway, give it a rest for tonight. Mother’s got supper almost ready, and you know what she says about getting you in and cleaned up!”

“Ah, dinner,” said Tom and drove his spade deep into the ground and turned to walk back to the house. “My wife, Mr. Donaldson, is a truly remarkable woman. She’s the only woman in Marthasville I’ve never heard complaining of the servant problem.”

“Incredible!” murmured Phil, suitably impressed.

“Of course, she’s never had a servant, so perhaps her knowledge of the subject may have kept her silent. Still, a truly remarkable woman!” said Tom happily, and added slyly, “I might add my daughter takes after her mother’s side of the family.”

Geraldine laughed again, and her hand tightened on her father’s arm, and in the dusk, Phil found her other hand and closed his on it firmly.

When they were all settled to the business of eating, Geraldine looked at her mother and father; her eyes were bright, and there was a little fan of carnation pink in her cheek as she said softly, “Mother — Dad, there is something you two ought to know. Phil has asked me to marry him. And I said I would.”

There was a stunned instant, when Beth and Tom stared at her, then at each other, and finally at Phil.

“Gerry, dear!” said her mother on a small, shaken breath.

Tom cleared his throat noisily, and then looked abashed at the noise.

Phil said quietly, “I hope that you won’t mind too much. I’ll do everything in my power to make her happy.”

“Mind?” Beth’s voice shook a little. “I’m so tickled I could howl!”

“Me, too,” said Tom huskily.

Geraldine’s eyes brimmed with laughter that was warm and tender. “You can see, darling, how anxious they are to get rid of me.”

Beth wiped her eyes on her napkin and said unsteadily, “You know how true that is, Mr. Donaldson.”

“Of course I do — and the name is Phil,” he cut in quickly, with a warm smile.

“Thank you, Phil. It’s j-j-just that it’s almost broken our hearts to see her so white and grieving and — sort of lost and forlorn. I’m so terribly glad — ” Beth’s voice broke, despite her effort at a smile.

Phil said gravely, “I can’t tell you what it means to me to know tha$$ you are willing to take me on faith, since you know nothing about me.”

Beth protested, “Oh, but we do, Phil. Goodness, we know just about all there is to know about you. Why, Gerry’s talked of little else. Darling, I’m sorry,” she answered Geraldine’s mirthful, embarrassed eyes. “Did I say something wrong? I’ve known you were almost in love with him for the longest time! I was terribly glad, but I was a little afraid that he might be — well, stupid enough not to fall in love with you back!”

Puzzled, she looked up at the shout of laughter.

“Now, what have I said that was so funny?” she demanded.

Geraldine hugged her and Phil and Tom looked at her fondly.

“Well, anyway,” said Beth almost huffily, “if Gerry wants to marry you, that’s her business! I’m sure you’re very nice or else Gerry wouldn’t be in love with you.”

“I don’t kid myself that Gerry is head over heels in love with me, Mrs. Foster,” said Phil quietly. “It would take more of a man than I could ever hope to be to take Tip’s place in a girl’s heart.”

Beth stared at him, wide-eyed.

“You don’t think she loves you better than she did Tip, and yet you want to marry her?” she protested.

Phil put out his hand and laid it over Geraldine’s. His smile was tender now, his voice gentle.

“I love her well enough to want her happiness above everything else in the world,” he said. “I know it’s going to be a long time before she can forget Tip — perhaps she can’t, ever. But all that is over, and she is too fine and sweet to go on alone, grieving for something she can never have again.”

“Oh, but, Phil, you’re quite wrong,” Beth protested earnestly. “I’m her mother and I know her so well and I’m quite sure she loves you. I know her much better than you do, you see.”

Geraldine laughed and hugged her mother and said comfortingly, “Never mind, mom, I’ll convince him!”

“Well, I should hope so,” said Beth, slightly ruffled.

Phil beamed at her and at Tom and said simply, “It’s going to be fun to be married into this family. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a home, or a family. My father died when I was six, and Mother when I was fourteen.”

Beth said swiftly, “You poor boy!”

“That settles it! You’ll be well and thoroughly familied from now on, son,” said Tom firmly, and his eyes were kind and warm and friendly.

“I hope so, sir. I like the idea.”


Chapter Three

Geraldine had dreaded the first week at the office when the whole town would know that she was going to be married again. But before the first day was well advanced, she saw that there had been no reason for her brief discomfort. People were glad of her happiness, she felt, as they stopped her and offered good wishes.

Then two weeks after the announcement of her engagement, Geraldine and Beth went up to Atlanta to select furnishings for the gay little house that was already beginning to emerge from the rejuvenated carriage house.

She remembered her elopement with Tip, when neither had carried with them so much as a toothbrush. She had shopped hilariously at a small settlement store near the mountain cabin where they had spent that poignantly brief honeymoon that was to be all the married life she and Tip were ever to know.

Looking back, she shuddered a little and remembered that even in those brief days, young and silly as she had been, there had been a terror that she had never faced or acknowledged. Perhaps a premonition that this was all she and Tip were ever to have of love and living together; perhaps that was what had made those few days so exquisite, so unforgettable. And in her heart, even now in her great happiness, she wept for the two children who had raced lightheartedly into a marriage over which, from its very beginning, had lain the bitter shadow of death and desolation.

She and Beth came back on a train that readied Marthasville at 6:10 in the afternoon. Tom and Phil were waiting for them. There was something odd and strained in their faces, but Geraldine was so glad to see Phil after what seemed like an age-long absence — it had been two days and nights — that she was not quite conscious of the curious, veiled glances that the station loungers turned her way.

Tom hustled them into his old sedan before they could do more than call a greeting to a friend here and there. And as the sedan rattled through town, with Tom at the wheel, Beth beside him, Geraldine drew closer to Phil, slid her hand in his and demanded very softly, “Did you miss me, darling?”

His hand closed painfully on hers and his jaw had a set, stern look as he said half under his breath, “I — I’ll always miss you, if you’re gone from me five minutes.”

In the dusk that filled the old sedan she could only guess at his expression. But the clasp of his fingers on hers, the tone of his voice, made her breath come a little faster, and she was almost giddy with happiness.

The car turned in at the break in the white picket fence, went up the straggling drive and stopped. As Tom helped Beth out and turned for a fleeting moment to look at Phil, Geraldine knew that something was wrong. Knew it, with a little sudden sharp stab of terror that was like a chill finger against her heart.

“Dad, what — ?” she gasped.

Tom said almost curtly. “Inside with you, kid.”

Beth looked at him swiftly, and her eyes widened. But without a word she turned and led the way into the house.

Geraldine stood before her father, looking from him to Phil, an icy hand closing about her young heart. But her voice was quite steady. “All right, Dad — let’s have it. Straight from the shoulder, like always.”

Phil thrust his hands deeply into his pockets, bunched into fists, and turned his back. Slowly the color drained from Geraldine’s face and Beth made a soft, whimpering little sound. But Tom met his daughter’s eyes. “There was a cablegram for you this afternoon, Gerry — and one for Mrs. Parker.”

“A — cablegram?” Geraldine repeated wonderingly.

“Tip’s — been found alive and well, in a remote fishing village in South Vietnam,” said Tom. “He escaped from the hands of the Viet Cong.”

For a moment Geraldine stood very still. She was like a woman turned to stone. Her eyes were wide and dark, her face as white as paper. The words said themselves over and over in her stunned, unbelieving mind. Tip’s alive and well — in a remote fishing village in South Vietnam.

Somehow, words struggled through her stupefaction.

“Oh — I’m so glad! I’m so glad!”

A little of the tension went out of Tom’s face and he said thickly:

“I knew you would be, kid.”

Beth looked straight at Phil, but Phil stood rigid and silent.

Geraldine was trying to adjust herself to the fact that Tip, who had so loved life and who had lived it to the full, was to go on living. For the moment there was no room in her mind for anything else. She did not know that tears were slipping down her white face, or that she was swaying a little, clinging to the back of a chair because her knees were threatening at any moment to desert her.

“The War Department notified Mrs. Parker,” said Tom after a moment. “And then there was this cablegram for you, from Tip.”

He held it out to her and the flimsy paper trembled a little in his hand. He smiled wryly.

Shakily her fingers drew out the message. It said, Alive and well. See you soon. Loving you always. Tip.

She looked up then and straight into Phil’s white, ravaged face. She was engaged to Phil — and now her husband was coming home!

For a long, stunned moment she met Phil’s eyes. Neither of them knew when Tom and Beth slipped out of the room, leaving them alone. She only knew that she could not stop looking at Phil.

“Phil!” she whispered at last, desperately. “Phil — what happens — to us — now?”

And Phil, who had had the whole afternoon to face the stunning news, and who had himself well in hand, smiled faintly and said quietly, “You’re going to have your husband back, and be terribly happy with him — what else? After all, you love him.”

“I love you,” Geraldine said unsteadily.

Phil made a little swiftly controlled gesture, his face gray, his eyes tired and sick.

“I’m here — he’s far away. It’s easy when you’re as lonely as you have been to kid yourself,” he told her patiently. “But when he is back, and you see him again, you’ll forget that there was ever anybody else, even for a little while — and that’s the way it’s got to be, Geraldine. He’s been in hell. He’s dreamed of a heaven he never expected to see again, but now that he’s got his chance to live again, we can’t rob him, Geraldine. We could never live with ourselves — or each other, if we did that. And of course, once you see him again, you’ll forget this — this interlude.”

“I won’t, Phil! I won’t! I can’t ever. I love you so terribly!” Her voice was a small, strained whisper of agony straight from her heart.

Phil said evenly, “I saw your eyes, Geraldine, when your father told you he was alive. You were completely off guard. There was a radiance in your face I’ve never seen before. And that’s right, Gerry. That’s the way it’s got to be. He’s got to come back and find you waiting for him, he has gone on loving you! There is no lower, more wicked thing two people can do than to stay here at home, quietly and comfortably and peacefully and rob a man who’s been through what Tip has. You and I — our happiness isn’t important any more. We owe him a debt, Gerry — we’ve got to pay it, or never know another moment’s peace as long as we live.”

There was a terrible conviction in his words. They fell on her heart with a pain that was, in itself, bitter conviction. Phil was right.

After a moment, Phil said very softly, “You see, darling? That’s the way it’s got to be.”

And dumbly, unable to form words, looking up at him, her eyes acknowledged the bitter fact of that. There was a moment that seemed to stretch endlessly, while their eyes clung and their hearts stood there, for each to see; in that age-long moment that was only seconds, they said good-bye to each other, good-bye to the future they had planned with such high hearts.

Phil turned then, without a word, and went out of the house, and the sound of his footsteps on the path echoed back with a hollow ring that was the loneliest sound Geraldine had ever heard in all her life.

She heard the sound of the telephone without being conscious that she had heard it; she heard the sound of her mother’s voice answering the telephone, and though she heard quite clearly, her numbed brain was unable to separate the words, to understand anything of what was being said.

It was not until Beth came and put an arm about her that Geraldine became conscious of what her mother was saying. Beth was white and stunned and anxious looking.

“That was Mrs. Parker, darling,” she said gently. “She wants to see you.”

“Oh, no, Mother — I can’t!”

“I tried to put her off, darling, but Mrs. Parker’s not easy to divert!” said Beth uneasily. “I told her you were not able to come out there, and that you had collapsed. So she said she would come here, and hung up before I could try to stop her.”

Geraldine stood hopelessly for a moment, until Beth was holding her.

“You’ll have to see her, darling, sooner or later, and it might as well be now,” she soothed anxiously. “Do you want Dad and me to sit in? We won’t let her bully you, darling.”

Geraldine made herself smile wryly and kiss her mother’s cheek. “Of course I can’t go to pieces. It’s only that —  Oh, Mother, I’m so — lost. I don’t know which way to turn. I’m terribly glad for Tip — so very, very glad! It’s only that I’ve got to get used, all over again, to thinking of him — to knowing that he is alive.”

“Of course, darling, as if I didn’t understand! You run up and wash your face and pull yourself together, and Dad and I will hold Mrs. Parker at bay until you are ready to face her,” Beth soothed her and at last Geraldine moved towards the stairs and to her own room.

She moved like an automaton. The first days after word had come from the War Department that Tip’s ship had gone down in the Saigon River, with only a handful of survivors being picked up, and that Tip must be presumed dead, she had had this dazed, stunned feeling — a wild, frightening pain that she had not even tried to fight. And tonight, she was shaken to the very depths of her being at the thought that Tip was alive; but there was, too, the bitter agony of knowing that her first young, unquestioning love, that had been more than half youth and physical attraction, had been swallowed up in her grown-up, complete love for Phil.

Scarcely knowing what she did, she changed from her dark traveling suit and showered and dressed in a becoming deep blue housecoat, her hair brushed high on her head. She tried to repair the ravages of tears with lipstick and powder and rouge; and when at last she went down the stairs, she looked outwardly composed, if one did not notice too closely her wide, dazed eyes or the tremulous red mouth.

The murmur of voices from the living room told her that Mrs. Parker was here. Geraldine paused and braced herself for what must follow, before she entered the living room.

Mrs. Parker, very erect, neatly groomed as always, sat in a wing chair near the fire Tom had lighted. At sight of Geraldine she rose and threw her arms about the girl and kissed her eagerly.

Geraldine was not prepared for one of the very few impulsive gestures she had ever experienced on Mrs. Parker’s part and, startled, she did not return the kiss. But Mrs. Parker kept her arms about the girl, drawing her down on the sofa, chattering eagerly, color high in her cheeks.

“Oh, my dear, isn’t it the most wonderful news in the world? I can hardly make myself believe it, even yet. We’re going to have our darling boy back again — ” Her voice broke and she wept.

Geraldine was dazed by this unwonted display of emotion. Mrs. Parker, who had always prided herself on her poise, who was never impulsive or excited!

“We’re leaving for the coast at once, my dear,” Mrs. Parker went on, regaining some portion of her self-control, smiling with wet, anxious eyes at Geraldine. “We’re going to be there to welcome him. We must leave in the morning.”

Beth and Tom exchanged an astonished glance.

“Oh, not in the morning! I can’t!”

Momentarily Mrs. Parker’s eyes were hostile and she seemed a much more familiar Mrs. Parker.

“If you’re thinking about that man, Geraldine!” she began frostily.

Geraldine set her teeth hard. “Phil and I have said good-bye to each other,” she said.

“Well, naturally,” answered Mrs. Parker. “Of course, I know you were only consoling yourself with this Donaldson person, because you were lonely and grieving. But Tip’s coming home, and there’s no longer any need for you to console yourself elsewhere.”

Geraldine said evenly, “I was not consoling myself with Phil, Mrs. Parker. You might as well know the truth. I love Phil with all my heart.”

Mrs. Parker caught her breath. Her eyes went wide, and her face was suddenly grayish, like old paper.

“Nonsense! What are you saying? Geraldine, you’re Tip’s wife!”

“I shan’t forget it,” said Geraldine evenly.

“You are breaking with this Donaldson person?”

“Of course — what else could I do? I am Tip’s wife,” said Geraldine. Beth put one hand over her eyes and set her teeth hard against the little pitying sob that clutched at her throat.

Mrs. Parker drew a deep breath and smiled uncertainly.

“For a moment, I was terrified,” she admitted frankly. “I know how hard it is for a thoughtless young girl to remain loyal to a man who is far away. Out of sight, out of mind, I know. But of course, for you to turn on Tip now after all that he’s been through would be a monstrous thing.”

There was a sternness in her tone, almost a suspicion in her eyes that flicked Geraldine on the raw.

“I have no intention of turning on Tip,” she said evenly.

“Of course not, my dear.” Mrs. Parker was almost cooing now, and her plump ringed hand patted Geraldine’s clenched fist gently. “Therefore, we will leave in the morning — ”

“But, Mrs. Parker, it may be weeks before Tip is sent back to this country,” Tom protested.

Mrs. Parker gave him a cool glance.

“I quite realize that, Mr. Foster.” Her tone matched her glance. “But I also realize that it is not going to be at all pleasant for Geraldine here in town, waiting, with everybody knowing how nearly she married this Donaldson person. People are going to pry and gossip, and the most casual meeting between Geraldine and Mr. Donaldson will start a scandal that will be so easy to create, so difficult to kill.”

“Oh, see here, now,” Tom’s voice had a distinct edge, “I think you can trust Gerry and Phil not to behave in a manner to create a scandal.”

“My dear Mr. Foster,” said Mrs. Parker icily, “the only way not to create a scandal is for one of them to leave town before Tip returns. The change will do Gerry good and I’m sure she’d be happier to be out of town until people get over discussing Tip’s return and the — er — destruction of the wedding plans between herself and Mr. Donaldson!”

“She’s quite right, Dad,” Gerry said quietly. “I should get away for a while.”


Chapter Four

“We must see to it, my dear,” Mrs. Parker said almost casually on the plane, “that Tip never knows anything about — this Donaldson person.”

Geraldine caught her breath at the sheer effrontery of that.

“I’m afraid it will be quite impossible for us to keep Tip from knowing of my engagement to Phil,” she said swiftly.

Mrs. Parker’s gentle mask slipped for a moment and she was the cold-eyed woman Geraldine had known.

“You’d throw it in his teeth! A man who has been through such an experience!”

“You know perfectly well,” Geraldine cut in swiftly, “that someone will tell him. I think it much better for Tip to hear it directly from me.”

“But, my dear” — Mrs. Parker was gentle and winning again, yet the hostility had not quite vanished from her eyes — ”you’re so wrong! It would be the most inhuman cruelty for you to tell him you forgot him. You mustn’t — you simply mustn’t, ever!”

On and on went the sweet, soothing voice, until Geraldine felt that she must scream. At last, shattered and exhausted, she promised that Tip should not be told until they had returned to Marthasville.

And then Mrs. Parker beamed at her happily.

“That may be a long, long time,” she had said contentedly. “After all, the poor darling has been through a terrible time. Otherwise the government would not be sending him home to recuperate. We must do everything we can to help him back to himself. When he’s quite strong, and quite sure of himself — and of you — then you may tell him and you will both look on it as merely a joke.”

Geraldine flinched and set her teeth. The gentle, musical voice went on and on until, in sheer weariness, Geraldine stopped listening.

Reaching the Coast eventually, they managed to stay a few days at a hotel, and then Mrs. Parker managed to rent a furnished cottage in the hills, and there they settled down to wait for Tip’s return.

There were times when Geraldine felt that their constant questioning, their daily appearances at the hospital, the Red Cross and the various places where they might hope to gain some faint shred of information, constituted nuisances of themselves. But nobody’s patience seemed to wear thin, and they were invariably treated with courtesy.

Christmas came and went almost unnoticed There were packages from Tom and Beth, packages wrapped and filled and tied with love and anxious longing. There were packages from friends back home and a great stack of Christmas cards. There was a beautiful diamond and sapphire bracelet from Mrs. Parker, who was prettily touched by Geraldine’s hastily thought-of last-minute gift of a handsome leather bag. But there was no present, no card from Phil.

It was late in January when at last Tip came home. When Mrs. Parker and Geraldine were told that he was in the Navy hospital, and that they might see him for a few moments, they stood for a moment almost shocked by the end of their long ordeal of waiting. Geraldine’s knees were weak and her throat closed tightly.

She could not speak. She clung to the back of a chair for support, and the middle-aged, kindly navy nurse steadied her and held something pungent to her lips. Geraldine’s teeth clicked against the rim of the glass as something hot and stinging slid down her closed throat. Slowly warmth spread through her chilled body, and her knees stiffened a little.

Mrs. Parker looked at her, affronted. Because Mrs. Parker was tense and eager and young-looking with excited anticipation, and waved away the glass the nurse offered tentatively.

“I don’t need a stimulant. All I need is a glimpse of my boy,” she said. Her voice was triumphant, almost a shout for all its soft, low tone.

“I think that perhaps I should prepare you a little,” said the nurse, obviously seeking for words with which to soften the blow she must deal these two very decorative and interesting women. “Your son, Mrs. Parker, has had a very rough time of it. No, no — I don’t mean that he is blind or handicapped in a physical way. But he has been desperately ill; he has been starved — in short, you must prepare yourself so that you do not let him realize how distressed you will be when you see him.”

Mrs. Parker was pale but her mouth was set and her eyes were steady. “He will recover,” she stated, and the tone made it a statement rather than a question.

“Oh, yes, but it will take a long time before he will be quite himself. You must be very patient, and you must take very good care of him.” The nurse smiled warmly at them both and said quietly, “But of course, I know you will. And now, if you will come with me.”

The nurse led the way swiftly through the corridors. And then they were at a closed door, and the nurse looked quickly at the women who followed her, gave them an encouraging smile and pushed open the door.

A man lay in the high, narrow bed. At least, he bore some resemblance to a man, although he was so gaunt and emaciated that he was little more than a skeleton, with skin drawn tautly over the bones. He looked long and lifeless beneath the thin covers. His hair was thickly streaked with white and it was not until he turned his head and Geraldine met his eyes that she knew this was Tip.

The floor seemed to rock beneath her feet. The walls seemed to advance and retreat in some crazy minuet; her eyes blurred and her heart went sick with an agonized pity that sent her across the floor, saying warmly, adoringly. “Oh, Tip, Tip, darling! Oh, darling!”

His face lit up as she bent above him and for a moment hid her face against his pillow. His hand went up, shaking a little as though even that effort was almost too much for his frail strength.

And then he saw Mrs. Parker, and he said in a voice that was little more than a thread of sound, “Well, well, if it isn’t Miss Lucy!”

Mrs. Parker made herself smile though her mouth trembled and great tears slid down her cheeks, but she stumbled to the bed, and said huskily, “My boy! My precious boy!”

Geraldine pulled herself together and gave way to Tip’s mother. And as she stood a little behind Mrs. Parker looking down at that gaunt, emaciated, fever-ridden skeleton, she knew that it would not be hard to pretend to Tip; she ached with pity, a pity that would make it easy for her to convince him that her love for him had never wavered. He had endured heaven knows what deprivation while finding his way back to Saigon and his own people; he should never have to know that the girl he loved had grown out of love with him! It was a little prayer and a deep, solemn vow in her heart.

When the first excitement had lessened a little and Geraldine and Mrs. Parker were seated by the bed, the nurse, assured that they had themselves in hand and would not disturb her patient unduly, went away and they talked.

Tip said, his eyes on Geraldine, “You’re prettier than ever, darling. I’d have sworn that wasn’t possible.”

She smiled through her tears. “Oh, that’s just because I haven’t had much competition. When you see some of the others back here — ”

“You’ll always be the prettiest!” he told her firmly.

There was a gentle knock at the door, and a girl came in. Her crisply cut, smartly fitted uniform marked her as a navy nurse; she was young, not more than twenty-two or three; she had soft red curls and gray-green eyes, and a slightly tip-tilted nose across which a group of tiny freckles marched audaciously. She was not at all pretty, but she was vital and vibrant with life and health, and extremely attractive.

“Sorry to intrude, Lieutenant,” she said crisply. “But I dropped in to see how you were.”

Tip’s eyes were warm and eager.

“Miss Lucy, Gerry — this is Lieutenant Ruth Jamison, my flight nurse,” he introduced her eagerly. “She flew me in from Hawaii.”

The nurse smiled, and her face looked gay and impish.

“Well, the pilot helped a little,” she said lightly. “He’s a very good patient, Mrs. Parker. He was almost no trouble at all!”

Tip grinned, a small grin that was the very faintest possible memory of a smile that had once been audacious and gay and charming.

“And from Jamie, that’s top praise, indeed! I feel as if I’d been decorated!” he said cheerfully.

“I can’t thank you enough for looking after my son, Miss Jamison,” said Mrs. Parker winningly.

Lieutenant Jamison looked at her quietly and said, “It’s my job, Mrs. Parker. There’s little any nurse can do. It’s always a privilege to do what we can!”

She turned towards the door and Tip said, “Happy Landings, Jamie.”

Over her shoulder she repeated that “Happy Landings, Lieutenant.”

The door opened and closed behind her and Tip relaxed a little. Geraldine said gently, “Maybe we’d better go now, Mother Parker. We mustn’t tire him out.”

Mrs. Parker said rebelliously, “But we’ve only just got here!”

“But he’s been very sick and he’s got to get his strength back,” said Geraldine, smiling tenderly at him. “We don’t want to be thrown out on our very first visit — we want them to let us come again.”

She bent above Tip and kissed his dry, hot lips. His hand closed about hers and held it very tightly, and he said very low, “Loving you always, darling.”

“Always, darling,” she answered steadily.

Behind her, Mrs. Parker waited, listening, tense, and relaxed a little.


Chapter Five

It was a month before Tip was allowed to leave the hospital, and then it was only a temporary leave. He was permitted to go to the cottage in the hills for a month’s convalescence, during which he was to keep in touch with the hospital. At the end of that month, he would be given a physical examination and the doctors would decide whether any more could be done for him by their science, before permitting him to be discharged.

He had gained weight in the first month and was not a living skeleton any longer. But it would be a long, long time before he would lose the look of one who has lived through hell.

The change in him was not merely physical, as Geraldine was learning slowly, and almost with terror. He was a stranger; the old gay, audacious, happy-go-lucky Tip was gone. In his stead was a stranger, his hair streaked with gray, his lined white face that of a man who had aged fifteen years. His eyes had a dark, tortured look that sickened Geraldine when she tried to think of what had brought that look. He was gentle, courteous, polite — and aloof, almost impersonal. He accepted her own and his mother’s services with gratitude and an embarrassment that made him seem almost a stranger. He was agreeable to anything suggested; he seemed terribly anxious to please them, as though he had to win their liking. In short, Geraldine summed it up when he had been at the cottage a week. Tip was humble! And of all things on earth that Tip might have been, humility was the last she would have named!

His gentleness and his way of sitting for hours gazing into space, not sleeping yet not entirely awake, disturbed her greatly.

That first day, when they had arrived at the cottage and Mrs. Parker had thrown open the door to Geraldine’s bedroom and had urged that Tip get into bed and rest, he had paused in the doorway, looking uncertainly about him, and then a dark flush had risen to his thin face and he had turned to Geraldine.

“This is your room?” he asked.

Geraldine felt her own face flush but she smiled at him.

“Where else would you expect us to put you, pal? I’m your wife — remember?”

If her teeth set slightly on the last and if her eyes found it hard to meet that steady, curious regard in his, apparently only Mrs. Parker was aware of it.

“I think I’d better have a hole of my own somewhere,” Tip said flatly, and explained, “You see, I don’t sleep very well — as a matter of fact, I have the devil’s own nightmares and I don’t want to share ‘em — not yet, anyway!”

“But my darling boy — ” Mrs. Parker protested.

He turned and put his arm about her.

“Let me have my way, Miss Lucy,” he said.

Tip had appropriated a small, pleasant room that opened off the kitchen, obviously intended for a maid’s room. It contained a single bed with a rather lumpy mattress, furniture that had served its usefulness in the front of the house before being relegated to this spot.

“But the bed isn’t comfortable,” pleaded Mrs. Parker, and gave Geraldine an unfriendly glance, her voice chilling a little. “If you don’t want to share Geraldine’s room, then she can take this one and you can have hers!”

Tip grinned at her, that sad, queer little grin that was so unlike the Tip they had once known.

“Geraldine’s room is much too fine for me, Miss Lucy,” he said quietly. “This is the height of luxury, after — well, anyway, I’d be lost on a good mattress, in a pretty room. Better let me get used to things like that gradually. No, this is fine; this is what I want. And remember, you’re supposed to humor me and give in to my whims and fancies and not let me get upset — the doctors said so!”

He looked curiously at Geraldine for just a moment, and she had a hot, uncomfortable feeling that he had sensed the delicate, carefully controlled instant of sharp relief that she had felt at the knowledge that he was not yet ready to claim her as his wife.

So, though Mrs. Parker fussed and fretted, Tip had moved his scanty belongings into the maid’s room and he spent long hours there, lying flat on his back, his hands laced beneath his head, his eyes on the ceiling. Not sleeping, as they thought. Gradually, his strength came back so that he could go for brief walks, Geraldine or his mother always at his side. Each day the length of the walks increased a little. His weight increased, too, and when at the end of thirty days he returned to the hospital for a check-up, he was told that he could go home.

Geraldine and Mrs. Parker had driven him down to the hospital and were waiting in the car when he came down the steps. They saw him pause to greet a girl in a blue uniform, a little blue cap cockily aslant over ruddy curls. They spoke for a moment, then they shook hands, smiling, and Tip came on to the car.

“Who was the nurse you spoke to, Tip?” asked Mrs. Parker curiously.

“Lieutenant Jamison, my flight nurse. You met her that first day you came to the hospital, remember?” answered Tip casually but there was a trace of excitement in his manner. “She’s due for a furlough and she wanted advice about where to go for a good long rest. I told her we were giving up the cottage in a day or so and she’s coming up to dinner tonight to see it”

“But that will be splendid!” chattered Mrs. Parker. “I’d love to thank her personally for what she did for you.”

“You needn’t, Miss Lucy,” Tip cut in curtly. “I was just a part of her job. One out of the hundreds, perhaps thousands, she’s looked after ever since the war began.”

Geraldine and Mrs. Parker were each in their own rooms dressing for dinner when the sharp ring came at the doorbell, following the sound of a car in the drive. Geraldine hurried, knowing that the guest had arrived, but when she went into the living room, she saw that Lieutenant Jamison was not alone.

A tall, rangy, mahogany-brown young man, his blond hair bleached by the same tropic suns that had browned his old-young face, and clad in the blue and gold uniform of a lieutenant in the Navy, unfolded his long legs and stood up to greet her with bright, admiring eyes.

Lieutenant Jamison was composed, friendly, pleasant; Tip was busy with a cocktail shaker, to which he returned when the introductions had been made.

Geraldine had scarcely made the guests welcome when Mrs. Parker, regal in black lace and diamonds, came rustling into the room and the introductions were gone through again.

“I hope you didn’t mind my tagging along,” Lieutenant Bob Drake apologized pleasantly, with an engaging grin on his homely, pleasant face. “She wanted to borrow my car to drive out — ”

“I could have driven in for you, Jamie,” Tip cut in.

The girl’s level brown eyes, steady and honest as the dawn met his and she said quietly, “I don’t think that would have been wise, do you?”

Dinner was pleasant. Everybody was on his or her best behavior. But afterwards, when it was time for Jamie and Bob to go, Geraldine volunteered to show Jamie the rest of the house. In the bedroom Geraldine had expected to share with Tip, Jamie paused, looked about her and said half under her breath, “This is — nice. No wonder he’s better.”

Geraldine made herself laugh lightly, hating the artificial sound of it.

“Oh, he refuses to sleep here,” she said lightly. “Says it is much too luxurious. Isn’t that ridiculous? He’s taken the maid’s room.”

“The Viet Cong gave him a very bad time, Mrs. Parker,” Jamie said.

Impulsively, Geraldine laid her hand on the nurse’s wrist and was startled to find that it was cold and not quite steady.

“Not Mrs. Parker — I hate it,” she said before she could check the words. “Please call me Geraldine, and may I call you — Jamie, as Tip does?”

“I wish you would,” said Jamie and her smile was shy and endearing. “Tip’s been through a very bitter time, Geraldine. Of course, you know vaguely what that means. But no civilian, no one who hasn’t been out there and seen things, can have the faintest notion what it’s really like. You will have to be very gentle with him. He’s not going to be easy to get along with. It will require a lot of patience and — a very great deal of love.”

Geraldine’s face was scarlet but she met Jamie’s grave eyes steadily.

“All that I have to give, Jamie — always,” she said quietly and knew that Jamie understood that she meant it exactly as it was spoken.

The nurse smiled warmly.

“Then that’s all right,” she said with relief. “Don’t fuss over him; don’t try to coddle him. As nearly as is humanly possible treat him exactly as you would if he had never gone off to war. And gradually you’ll have him back, the way he was then — almost.”

The two women smiled at each other shyly, wanting to be friends, not quite sure how to bridge the gap that lay between their backgrounds, their experience, their knowledge of the world.

After Jamie and Bob Drake had gone, Mrs. Parker said indignantly, “How very rude of her! To bring a guest without asking permission: I was terrified there wouldn’t be enough — ”

She stopped, startled, at the glance Tip flung at her, and a moment later, unwontedly subdued, she said good night and went away.

Tip stood at the window, his shoulders hunched, his clenched hands sunk deeply into his pockets.

Geraldine waited. She still felt shy of this man who had been her husband but who was now a stranger to her. Instinctively she waited for him to break the silence, and at last, as though feeling her presence, he turned and looked at her.

For a moment his eyes were blank, his face terribly tired and taut And then with a conscious effort he smiled and said, “Hello! My, but you’re pretty tonight, Mrs. Parker. A new dress?”

“A present for you,” said Geraldine, trying hard to be gay and flippant, as she swept him a little mocking curtsy. “Your mother selected it — she said it was your favorite color.”

“Any color you wear is my favorite color,” said Tip gallantly.

And then he moved, unexpectedly, and his arms were about her, holding her close against him, his cheek pressed against her hair.


Chapter Six

They arrived in Marthasville a little after eleven on a spring morning that was doing its best to behave like summer.

The train slowed and came to a stop. There was a great roar from many voices; and Geraldine, startled, looked out to see that station jam-packed with people. As she and Mrs. Parker and Tip stepped from the train, the Fireman’s Volunteer Band struck up a resounding rendition of “Hail the Conquering Hero” and the three self-conscious little drum-majorettes from the High School band stepped smartly like prancing ponies.

Stretched from one side of the street to the other was a huge banner asway in the spring breeze. A banner that proclaimed in great scarlet letters:


WELCOME HOME, TIP
Marthasville’s Favorite Son



Dazed, bewildered, Tip stepped down from the platform and stood, with his proud mother on one side, Geraldine on the other, while the Mayor, fat, complacent, red-faced Homer Lloyd, stepped forward, bearing an enormous key made of gilt paper, plentifully adorned with flowing streamers.

“It gives me the greatest of pleasure, Captain Parker,” boomed the Mayor, handsomely ignoring the fact that Tip was a mere lieutenant (j.g.) “to welcome you, on behalf of your proud townspeople. And to offer you, as a very small measure of our esteem, the key to the city that holds you so dear.”

Mayor Lloyd dropped his pompous manner and his booming voice to a more nearly confidential tone as he added, “And the key to the city really means something this time, Tip, my boy. It entitles you to enter any store or shop in the city today and select anything you want, from a baby grand piano from Friedman’s Music Store, to a bale of hay from Tom Foster’s feed store. And the folks that run the stores are going to be mighty hurt if you don’t collect, son!”

Tip made his taut face take on the semblance of a smile.

“It’s an irresistible temptation, Mayor,” he said and his voice was picked up and broadcast via loud speaker so that all the crowd, practically every man, woman, and child in the city could hear it. “I’ve always wanted a baby grand piano — and I imagine we could use a bale of hay, too!”

A great laughing cheer went up from the crowd, and then the Mayor was urging Tip, Mrs. Parker, and Geraldine towards a long, gleaming black car gaily decorated with streamers.

“There’s a reception at the Mansion House, and after that a banquet and a tour of the city — ” began the Mayor importantly.

Tip’s face twisted and he murmured to Geraldine in a voice that was an agonized appeal, for all its words did not reach beyond her ears, “Get me out of this, Gerry — for God’s sake, get me out of this!”

She felt the trembling of his arm and knew he was holding himself rigid only by exerting every atom of his will; and suddenly she paused before the microphone which the Mayor was urging towards Tip, and said clearly, gaily:

“Here, wait a minute! After all, he’s my husband, and I’ve only barely seen him! I hope you don’t think I’m going to share him with all of you before we’ve even had a chance to get acquainted again? If you do, you’re mistaken! I’m not that unselfish! Later, maybe, but right this minute, I’m going to take him home and put him to bed! After all, he’s not very strong yet.”

It was a hasty little speech and she had let the words tumble out, because there was no time to plan more carefully. But her impulsiveness had been exactly the right note, and people laughed and cheered and swallowed their disappointment.

Mayor Lloyd said, “I’m sorry. Of course he’s not up to the sort of shindig we’d planned. But we thought when we got Mrs. Parker’s wire — ”

Geraldine said sharply, “Mrs. Parker wired you the time of our arrival?”

“Of course. She knew we’d want to give the boy a welcome he wouldn’t forget.”

Mrs. Parker had stepped into the car, cold-eyed. Tip stumbled a little as he followed her; as the door was held open, Geraldine turned slightly to the left and looked up into Phil’s eyes. He was standing beside the car, held there in a press of people who had crowded about to see or hear or touch their beloved son who had come home so dramatically from the dead.

For a moment Geraldine’s heart turned over. She felt her face go white, but there were many curious eyes on them, and so she made herself say quietly, “Hello, Phil.”

“Welcome home, Gerry,” said Phil.

And then Geraldine got into the car and it swirled away from the traffic and out towards the Parker home.

“I must say, Geraldine,” stated Mrs. Parker in cold anger, “that was an extremely ill-bred gesture of yours, dragging Tip away from the welcome his friends had prepared. I’m disappointed.”

“It was an extremely thoughtless gesture of yours, Mother,” said Tip and the measure of his displeasure was attested by the unaccustomed title, “to arrange anything like that. It takes a guy in much better shape than I’m feeling to face a thing like that.”

Hurt, Mrs. Parker said stiffly, “I saw no reason why you should sneak back to town like a — a — anybody.”

Tip said wearily, “O.K., Mother, skip it. Only I asked Gerry to get me out of it and I thought she did a very nice job of it.”

His hand closed warmly over Geraldine’s and held it. Mrs. Parker made the rest of the trip in deeply offended silence, which Tip quietly ignored.

He looked about him with keen delight as the car swept up the driveway. In the garden, tulips were lifting shining cups of beauty; the grass was green, and some of the trees already wore tiny green leaf buds, tightly curled as a baby’s fist. Birds sang and darted like mad things, intent on nest-building and matters of grave import to themselves. All along the peach orchard there were drifts of pinkish-white bloom where the earliest peaches were already flowering.

Tip stood on the steps for a moment, his shoulders hunched a little against the crisp spring air, and his eyes drank in the scene about him. And Geraldine heard him say under his breath, “Home! I’m home!” as though he could scarcely believe the miracle that had happened.

Mrs. Parker, leaving her son and Geraldine in the big reception hall, had hurried away up the gracefully curving staircase, and now she came to the head of the stairs and called down to them gaily.

“Come along, children. I have such a lovely surprise for you.”

Tip smiled at Geraldine, tucked her hand through his arm, and they mounted the stairs side by side. At the doorway of the room that Tip and Geraldine had so briefly shared, and where Geraldine had cried herself to sleep, for so many nights, Mrs. Parker stood back and they walked in.

It had been completely redecorated. The walls done over, new and very handsome furniture installed. There was a private bath, gleaming in ivory and pale green tile; the adjoining bedroom had been turned into a sitting room, gay and colorful with hand-blocked linen draperies, blond maple furnishings, and a moss-green rug on the floor. The windows looked out over the garden, with the green, velvety sweep of the meadow beyond, ending where the yellow-green willows marked the tiny creek, the darker green loveliness of pine trees riding the hill beyond.

“I wanted you to have a little apartment all your own, so you wouldn’t want to go away and leave me all by myself,” said Mrs. Parker eagerly. “There is such a lot of space in this house — surely enough for all of us. But I know young people need privacy and a place of their own, so I thought this would be better than your having just a room. You can even have your meals served here if you like.”

Tip put his arms about her, suddenly remorseful.

“Nonsense, Miss Lucy! Such foolishment you’re talking,” he protested gently. “This is an elegant place. Geraldine can have it and I’ll take the guest room across the hall.”

Mrs. Parker opened her mouth to protest but Tip disposed of that neatly by kissing her and having his baggage taken across the hall, while his mother followed Geraldine into the luxurious, newly furnished apartment, her eyes cold.

“What’s all this nonsense about you and Tip having separate quarters?” she demanded so sharply that Geraldine’s color rose.

“It’s the way he wants it until he is more nearly himself.”

“You haven’t broken your promise to me?”

“I have not!”

“I don’t believe you!”

Geraldine stiffened and her head went up a little.

“I haven’t broken my promise,” she said evenly.

Mrs. Parker nodded. “I hope not.”

“But you realize, of course, that sooner or later somebody here is going to tell him and that it would be much better for him to hear it from me.”

“I don’t realize anything of the sort! If you tell him, he’ll attach a great deal of importance to it. He might even believe that you’re really in love with this — this Donaldson man.”

“As, of course, you and I both know I am, in spite of all I can do.” Geraldine could not keep back the bitter words, though the moment they were out she regretted them,

Mrs. Parker studied her with hostile eyes.

“Have you been writing to him?” she demanded flatly.

Geraldine’s cheeks blazed.

“Certainly not!”

“Yet he was at the station today. Wretched bad taste, I must say.”

Geraldine controlled her temper with an effort and made herself speak with an entirely deceptive calm.

“I hardly see how he could have avoided participating in the town’s welcome to Tip, considering that Tip is the grandson of the founder of the mills, and Phil General Manager.”

“Just the same, I think his presence there was unnecessary.” Mrs. Parker was unconvinced because she wanted to be.

Geraldine said, through her teeth, “If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to freshen up a bit. I’m rather tired.”

Mrs. Parker glanced about the luxurious apartment and said, annoyed, “It’s too absurd of Tip to insist on that room across the hall. Oh, well, I dare say we shall all feel better after a bath and a nap. I’ll see you at teatime.”

She went away and Geraldine closed the door behind her and stood leaning against it, trembling, her hands over her eyes.

She had steeled herself, all the way back to Marthasville, for her first sight of Phil. And yet when she had looked up into his eyes, she had felt the ground rock beneath her feet. There had been a dizzying rush of sweetness through her heart, like the first breath of new life to come. They had spoken only two words to each other, and yet their hearts had cried aloud in utter ecstasy and delight, and a yearning Geraldine knew she could never quite erase from her heart.


Chapter Seven

And so the new life began. A strange, unreal sort of life it sometimes seemed to Geraldine, adapting herself and all her plans for the days and nights to Tip’s need.

At first he seemed content merely to go for longer and longer walks, more often than not alone. As the spring days grew warmer, and the blessed miracle of greening trees and springing flowers walked the earth, he lay for hours on a canvas chair in the garden, his unseeing eyes on the low, far hills that lifted round blue shoulders against a sky almost as blue.

He was fond of Beth and Tom and he and Geraldine went to them often to dinner. The first time they went, Geraldine went with Beth into the kitchen, leaving Tom and Tip alone in the living room, and Beth looked at Geraldine anxiously.

“How are you, darling?” she asked gently.

“Oh, I’m fine, Mother,” Geraldine answered swiftly.

Beth hesitated and then said with a little rush, “I’m not sure how you’re going to feel about it, Gerry, but — Phil’s living here.”

Geraldine stood perfectly still for a moment, her eyes wide and unbelieving, and Beth rushed on.

“You see, darling, the carriage house had been all fixed up and it was so much more comfortable than that awful room he had in town; and — well, Tom and I are fond of him and he’s very lonely and it seemed silly not to make use of the place. He has his meals with us and — well, it seemed a good idea.” Her anxious voice trailed to silence as she watched Geraldine’s white face.

“It seems to me a good idea, too,” said Geraldine when she could trust her voice. “I’m sure it’s — a very pleasant arrangement all around.”

“Then you don’t mind?” Beth asked anxiously.

Geraldine smiled at her brightly.

“Mind? But for goodness’ sake, why should I? I think it’s splendid.”

Beth relaxed a little.

“Of course he won’t be here to dinner tonight,” she offered.

“But why on earth not?” protested Geraldine and there was a little taut line about her mouth for all her attempt at a smile. “After all, darling, Marthasville’s a small town and he and Tip have to meet sooner or later.”

And then Beth put a question she had longed to ask, but had dreaded to.

“How does Tip feel about — Phil?” she asked.

Geraldine said stiffly, “How should he feel? He doesn’t even know Phil.”

“Darling, you know what I mean — about your being engaged to Phil.”

“Tip doesn’t know it — not yet,” answered Geraldine evenly.

Beth’s anxious eyes flew wide with shock.

“But, Gerry! Why, darling, how can you possibly hope to keep him from knowing? Oh, Gerry, he must know — and from you.”

Geraldine put down the salad she was trying to mix, and turned swiftly to her mother.

“Then you feel that, too?” she asked.

“But how else could I feel?”

“Tip’s mother feels it would be sheer cruelty to tell him now — that it might upset him dangerously.”

“Oh, but that’s utterly silly!” protested Beth sharply. “Why, Gerry, you know perfectly well someone will let it out — and to have him find out by accident would be —  Oh, Gerry, it would be insane. You mustn’t risk it! Gerry, you’ve got to tell him and let him decide for himself!”

Geraldine nodded. “That’s the way I feel, Mother. I’m going to tell him.”

“Of course, darling, you must!”

Beth could not quite keep her anxious eyes from Tip and Geraldine the rest of the evening; and when they had said good night and were driving back to the big, imposing Parker place, Tip relaxed a little and grinned boyishly at Geraldine.

“I like your dad,” he said happily. “And your mother’s a sweetheart.”

“They’re very nice people,” Geraldine agreed happily.

“And they have a very nice daughter,” Tip told her, with a little caressing gesture. “A very nice daughter. I’m rather fond of her.”

“Thanks, mister,” said Geraldine with a slightly unsteady impishness, and impulsively she added, “Enough to forgive her if she — had a confession to make?”

Tip stared at her, frowning a little, all the boyishness gone from his face. “Are you trying to tell me, Gerry, my girl, that you have a deep, dark secret in your past?”

Geraldine was still for a moment and then she said wryly, “I’m afraid it’s something like that”

“Then I don’t want to hear it,” Tip told her brusquely.

“But, Tip dear — ”

“Whatever it was, you’re forgiven! And if I don’t have to hear what it was, then I don’t have to bother forgetting it! Remember what I said on the train? That if you ever insist on telling all’ then I’ll have to come clean — and, lady, I refuse! Let’s let bygones be bygones, and start over. It’s the only way I’ll have it, Gerry! I mean that!”

He was getting himself worked up. Geraldine set her teeth hard for a moment and then she said evenly, “If that’s the way you want it — only when some kind friend rushes in to warn you of my — er — indiscretion — remember, I tried to tell you!”

Tip relaxed and now his grin was back.

“You couldn’t be indiscreet if you tried. You don’t know how, so forget it. I don’t want to hear it,” he told her firmly.

And so they had gone on from that, day after day, with Tip’s lean, gaunt face filling out, his long, gaunt body taking on a few pounds of badly needed weight. His walks grew longer; he slept better; he looked almost himself again, except that the old gay arrogance was gone forever and he was gentle where once he had been impudent, almost humble where once he had been arrogant.

He came home late for dinner one evening with a light of excitement in his eyes when he joined his mother and Geraldine in the living room, where they had been waiting for him.

“Well, girls,” he said as he came into the room, “I’d like you to pack a lunch-pail for me tomorrow — a couple of hard-boiled eggs, a dry sandwich and a banana. I’m joining the working classes.”

Geraldine and Mrs. Parker exchanged a surprised glance.

“But, my dear boy, what on earth do you mean?” protested Mrs. Parker.

“I mean I’ve got a job, Miss Lucy — a perfectly swell job, and I start in the morning,” said Tip happily and accepted the cocktail Geraldine poured for him.

“A job?” bleated Mrs. Parker. “What sort of a job?”

Tip grinned at her above the dry Martini.

“Now, what a question, Miss Lucy! Where else would a Parker get a job but in the mills, of course?”

“But you aren’t strong enough!” Mrs. Parker was angry.

“I’ll never get any stronger loafing, Miss Lucy. I’ll only develop a first-class set of heebie-jeebies to match the ones I brought back with me,” Tip assured her with a trace of grimness in his voice. “It’s a swell job. I’m going to wear overalls and carry a lunch-pail and work my way up from the bottom rung of the ladder until I know as much about the mills as that Donaldson guy.”

At the name, Geraldine was very still, her hands locked in her lap, her eyes on them. She heard Mrs. Parker’s swiftly caught breath but dared not look at her.

“You know, he’s quite a fellow,” said Tip enthusiastically, oblivious to the sudden tenseness in the room. “I like him a lot. He certainly has a head on his shoulders and I bet there isn’t one inch of that factory or a job in it that he doesn’t know like the palm of his hand. He’s a regular — from hairpins to shoelaces.”

Geraldine’s lower lip was caught between her teeth and she did not raise her eyes. But she felt Mrs. Parker’s sharp, angry glance.

“If you want to go into the mills, dear boy, then the thing for you to do is take over Mr. Donaldson’s position as General Manager,” Mrs. Parker insisted stiffly, and was interrupted by Tip’s derisive, gay laugh.

“Oh, Miss Lucy, what foolishment you do talk!” he cried and dropped an arm about her plump shoulders, hugging her hard. “Take over Donaldson’s job? Maybe ten or fifteen years from now when I know half as much as he does about it! Right now, I’m only too relieved to have any kind of a job where I can learn some of the things I need to know.”

Dinner was announced and they went in, Mrs. Parker still protesting half-tearfully, Tip in gay spirits, teasing her, laughing at her, but still determined to begin work tomorrow on a job that would necessitate the wearing of overalls and getting himself very greasy. He seemed to relish the prospect. He was full of eager chatter, and more nearly himself than Geraldine had seen him since he came home.

“Of course, Miss Gerry,” he addressed Geraldine sternly, “I shall expect my devoted wife to be waiting for me at the employees’ entrance when I leave work each evening, and drive me home! I can’t afford to drive up to the gates in a car, and thus set myself instantly apart from all the others in my part of the mills.”

“I’ll drive you in in the morning and come for you in the afternoon, of course, Tip,” she assured him quietly.

He beamed at her. “That’s the kind of wife I like,” he said happily. “The nice, docile, clinging-vine type.”

Mrs. Parker flung Geraldine an exasperated, almost frightened glance but Geraldine made herself smile at Tip and pretend to enter into his mood.


Chapter Eight

The town accepted, as a typical gesture of the Tip they had known, the fact that he had entered the mills as an apprentice. The fact that he came to work in overalls, and that he brought a lunch-pail like the others in his department was commented on with an affectionate amusement.

His mother was outraged but helpless. There was nothing she could do or say that would alter his mind one single iota. He was as pleased as Punch when, at the end of the first month, he was promoted and given a small raise in pay.

Geraldine drove him in each morning, shopped for the day’s supplies, and came back for him in the evening. A day or so after he had been given his promotion, she saw him come out of the employees’ gate in earnest conversation with someone her heart would recognize in the most dense darkness, surrounded by hundreds of people.

Tip and Phil paused at the gate, talking, and then Tip looked up and saw Geraldine. He said something to Phil, and the two men came towards the car.

Tip was grimy from his day’s work, his grin shining through the dirt, which he had obviously forgotten. Phil was taut and quiet, his eyes holding Geraldine’s for a breathless, shaken moment.

“Hi, Gerry,” Tip greeted her. “You know Mr. Donaldson, of course.”

“I should,” said Geraldine and was surprised that her voice sounded so casual. “I was his secretary. Hello, Phil.”

“Of course, that’s right,” Tip agreed and beamed at them both. “I’m such a nut I guess I’d forgotten. Or maybe it’s that Mr. Donaldson is a being from another world to the fellows in my section, and I sort of forgot that he could be called ‘Phil.’ “

Phil said swiftly, “I can’t think of anything more ridiculous, Mr. Parker, than for you, part owner of the mills, to call me, a mere employee, Mr. Donaldson.”

Tip laughed joyously. “Unless it would be for you, the august General Manager to call a mere hired hand Mr. Parker,” he pointed out.

Phil nodded. “Right, Tip!”

“Good, Phil!” said Tip and the two grinned at each other in frank friendship. “Look, why don’t you come home to dinner with Gerry and me, and we can go a little further into that discussion we were planning?”

Phil hesitated and while he did not look at Geraldine, she knew that he was waiting for some word from her to indicate her wish.

“Please do, Phil,” she said steadily. “We’d be so glad if you would.”

“You see? Now you’ve no excuse,” said Tip happily and swung open the car door.

“Unless, of course, he may have an engagement for the evening,” Geraldine almost desperately offered Phil a way out if he wanted it.

Phil looked at her and answered quietly, “No, I have no engagement.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” demanded Tip eagerly. “Here, you ride up front with the Missus and I’ll sit in back as befits a common day laborer, in all the glory of his greasy overalls.”

Geraldine laughed a little as Phil got into the car.

“To hear him boast about those overalls, no man in London-cut dinner attire was ever more fashionably dressed,” she said.

“Oh, the Navy taught us that a little grease and grime and a suit of dungarees never hurt any man,” said Tip lightly. “And I’ve never had more fun in my life. Gosh, its great to find out what makes thing go round at the mill.”

Phil turned to address him from the front seat.

“You know, of course, that there are easier ways to learn, Tip.”

“But none as certain and sure,” said Tip firmly. “That’s something else I learned in the Navy. You can learn to fire a big gun, or fly a ship just from looking at a chart, but until you’ve taken the gun, or the plane, apart and put it back together again and photographed in your mind where every tiny bolt and nut fits, and what each bit of mechanism does — you don’t really know!”

“Have it your own way, feller,” Phil laughed.

“Don’t worry, he will. He’s a bit on the stubborn side,” Geraldine said lightly, though her hands were clenched so tightly on the steering wheel that her knuckles were white with the strain.

Mrs. Parker fluttered into the big, cool reception hall to greet her son, and was prettily distressed at sight of his untidiness, as she called it. Tip laughed and threatened her smooth, delicately powdered cheek with a grimy forefinger, as she cried out and drew back. And then over Tip’s shoulder she saw Phil and went stiff and white.

Tip said gaily, “Miss Lucy, this is Mr. Donaldson — Phil Donaldson, from the mills. Or maybe you two have met?”

Mrs. Parker nodded her smartly dressed head, her eyes glacial.

“We’ve met,” she said and added stiffly, “How do you do, Mr. Donaldson?”

“Good evening, Mrs. Parker,” said Phil politely.

Tip grinned at his mother and made an impish pass at her with his grimy hand. “Don’t mind Miss Lucy, Phil. She’s shocked to the core that her son should yearn to get himself greasy and dirty learning things at the mills. She should have seen me in boot camp — on second thought, maybe it’s as well she didn’t. The shock might have proven disastrous.”

He turned to Phil and said cordially, “Go in and make yourself at home, old man, while I get upstairs and into a hot tub. Be with you shortly.”

He took the stairs two at a time, and Geraldine murmured an excuse and followed him. She felt she must have a few moments to pull herself together before she could face the evening.

“My, my but you’re a pretty girl, Miss Gerry,” Tip greeted her later upstairs. “The prettiest girl I ever saw! I kind of like you!!”

Geraldine managed a smile that he accepted as answer to his nonsense, and when they went into the living room, Tip’s arm lay carelessly about her slender waist.

Mrs. Parker saw that and her eyes flashed triumphantly to Phil. But Phil was looking down at the cigarette he was just lighting and had apparently seen nothing.

If there was an inescapable tension about the evening, Tip was unaware of it He was in gay spirits and he and Phil talked man talk, occasionally turning to Geraldine for a comment out of her own knowledge of affairs and machinery at the mills. After dinner, the two men disappeared into the library where they were to discuss some suggestion Tip had made for speeding up a certain operation in his department that would mean a saving of money.

It was late when they emerged and Mrs. Parker, tight-lipped and frankly worried, had gone to bed.

“There’s no need for you to drive me back to town, Tip,” Phil was saying as they came out of the library. “The taxi will be here in a few minutes, and I’ll be home before you could get the car out again.”

And so, within a few minutes he was gone, and Tip came back to the terrace where Geraldine waited.

The terrace was her favorite part of the house in summer. Built up a little above the garden, paved with wide flagstones, set in a crazy-quilt pattern, with little close-clipped paths of grass holding them together, the terrace overlooked the rose garden, and, beyond, the sweep of meadow that was visible from Geraldine’s window.

Tonight the moon was full and the night was warm and soft. There was a breeze from the river, and the shadows on the lawn, beneath the huge old white oaks and hickories, made a brilliant black and silver mosaic. Roses, hundreds of them, poured their perfume on the soft, dewy air.

Tip seated himself beside Geraldine, leaning forward to offer her a cigarette and a light. He said, “Look, this fellow Donaldson — he’s a pretty keen character. I like him enormously. Do you?”

Geraldine was momentarily tense. But this was the moment and it must be said. She dared no longer put it off, and so she said very quietly, very carefully. “Yes — as a matter of fact I was — engaged to him once.”

She all but held her breath lest that be a blow from which Tip would stagger. But he had to know — he had to know! And it would be better for him to hear it from her.

Tip laughed and said, “No kiddin’? Why, you little two-timer! When was that?”

Geraldine let out her held breath in a tiny ghost of sound. He was going to take it well! She felt a little warm rush of eagerness. The right words, exactly the right expression —  Oh, dear God, it must be right!

“Oh — when I was terribly lonely and — I thought you were never coming back,” she managed to say, almost brightly casual.

“Well, I’ll be darned,” said Tip and seemed only surprised and not in the least upset.

Suddenly he got up and walked to the balustrade of the terrace and stood with his back to her, looking out over the moon-drenched garden. She saw the tiny, gleaming arc his lighted cigarette made as he flicked it from him, and over his shoulder he spoke at last.

“Were you — in love with him, Gerry?” he asked. Now there was no trace of raillery in his voice, but a sudden tension about him that she could see as well as feel.

For just an instant she steeled herself for the one great, all-convincing lie of her life. She must tell it so that he would have no faintest doubt; he must believe her implicitly.

“How could I possibly be in love with him,” she asked very low, “when I was — and always have been — loving you with all my heart?”

There was the tiniest possible tremor in her voice, but Tip read it as further proof of her sincerity. He turned and came back to her and sat down. His hands captured hers, that were cold and shaking, and held them close.

“That’s the truth, Gerry?” he asked and now his voice was taut, almost sharp. “You have never really stopped loving me?”

And Geraldine said in a tone, the sincerity of which was utterly convincing to the man who needed so desperately to believe, “Never, for a single moment”

Tip said levelly, “Phil Donaldson’s — quite a fellow.”

Geraldine smiled through tears she could not control.

“So are you, darling,” she said very low.

Tip took her into his arms and held her closely, his cheek against her hair.

“Dear little Gerry!” he said huskily. “Loving you always, Gerry. Never anybody else — never!”

Geraldine had told her gallant white lie, and now with Tip’s arm about her, she knew her feet were committed forever to the path he walked, and which they must walk hand in hand. She was Tip’s wife, and she must never forget it for a single breath of time. If a sob struggled in her throat, Tip was not conscious of it; or if he was, he misunderstood the reason for it.


Chapter Nine

As Tip’s health increased, Geraldine gave up driving him to the plant. He had bought a little old jalopy in which he drove himself, leaving the sedan at home for Geraldine’s and Mrs. Parker’s use. He came home in the evenings excited and pleased about his work, interested, almost himself. But there were times when he thought himself unobserved, when he sat silent, his eyes brooding, his shoulders drooping. At such times Geraldine walked softly, and her heart ached with pity for him because of the ugly memories he could not quite shake off.

Mrs. Parker had taken it surprisingly well when Geraldine had told her that Tip knew of her former engagement to Phil.

“I knew you would have to tell him sooner or later,” she commented, the thin edge of accusation in her voice.

“Of course,” Geraldine said curtly.

Mrs. Parker studied her curiously for a moment.

“How did he take it?” she asked at last.

“Like a man,” said Geraldine.

“Being Tip,” Mrs. Parker finished. “And I suppose he is going to set you free so you can marry your — lover?”

There was a stinging lash in the last word beneath which Geraldine quivered inwardly.

“I convinced him that I did not really love Phil,” she said evenly.

Sharp relief showed in Mrs. Parker’s eyes.

“Well, of course! Naturally you couldn’t forget a man like Tip for a creature like Donaldson,” she said sharply.

Geraldine turned on her, and for a moment she wondered that she could ever have feared this woman.

“I must ask you never to speak of Phil again in that tone,” she said harshly. “I’ve done what you wanted. I’ve done what I know is my duty. I shall be loyal to Tip as long as I live. But I will not endure your taunts and insults.”

Mrs. Parker bristled indignantly.

“Well, really — ” she began haughtily.

“I used to be deathly afraid of you because you could be so very unpleasant,” said Geraldine steadily. “You had the power once to make me more miserable than any human being has the right to make another. I was a silly kid of a girl then — but you’ve lost that power. I’m no longer in awe of you. Nothing you can say or do can ever hurt me again. But I warn you that your days of bullying me are over. We either live here together quietly and with politeness and mutual consideration, or Tip and I will find living quarters somewhere else.”

Mrs. Parker’s eyes flashed fire, but Geraldine went on.

“Tip wants me to be happy. If he knew the way you have behaved, I can assure you he would not ask me to live another moment under the same roof with you. I’m perfectly willing to stay here, but only if I am given the courtesy and consideration I shall give you. I want that clearly and distinctly understood, here and now. Is it?”

“I can’t quite understand your attitude, Geraldine — ” she began haughtily.

“Oh, yes you can — you understand me perfectly,” Geraldine cut in swiftly. “This is what is vulgarly known as a showdown, my dear Mrs. Parker. Or perhaps the turning of the worm — I’ve been a worm long enough. This is the finish. I’ll play if you will — otherwise, Tip and I are leaving. I’m quite sure we understand each other better than we have ever done before.”

“I suppose what you are trying to say is that from now on, you insist on being mistress here, giving orders to the servants,” she began huffily.

Geraldine’s smile was small and thin, entirely without mirth.

“Oh, no, you don’t suppose anything of the sort,” she said coolly. “I wouldn’t think of attempting to interfere with the running of the household. You do it superbly; I wouldn’t know how. All I ask is that I be treated, by you, with the ordinary courtesy you would extend a casual house guest — not as your private whipping boy, to receive the insults and taunts that relieve your mind when you can’t find anybody else to endure them!”

She went up the stairs and into her own room.

				• • •

				It was at the Thursday night dinner-dance at the Country Club that Geraldine first became aware that Phil was seeing a great deal of Sally Walker. The discovery came as an unpleasant shock, which startled Geraldine. She had thought herself schooled to accept the fact that Phil must be lonely, and that he could, as most lonely men can, be solaced by another woman.

She and Tip had arrived late at the club, and stood in the doorway of the ballroom for a moment, waiting for the music to finish before they sought their own table.

Glancing idly about the room, Geraldine’s eyes found Sally’s red head, above an emerald-green silk jersey frock, deceptively simple, that molded her curves with a clarity that only a wet bathing suit could have duplicated. Sally was laughing up at her partner, and the dancers shifted a little so that Geraldine saw Phil’s head bent above Sally’s, and his arms holding her. Obviously, Phil was enjoying whatever it was that Sally was saying, for his interest was apparent. Suddenly he threw back his head and laughed — and his eyes met Geraldine’s. For the space of a handful of heartbeats they looked straight into each other’s eyes; and it was Phil who looked away first.

“Quite an affair, that,” said a feminine voice beside Geraldine and, startled, she turned to find Betsy Hammond at her elbow. “The Donaldson dream, and Sal, I mean. She seems to have taken up where you left off!”

There was, Geraldine thought, a faint edge of malice in Betsy’s voice, though Betsy’s eyes were wide and blue and innocent.

“How very nice for Phil,” said Geraldine lightly, and prayed that neither her eyes nor her voice betrayed her inner emotion.

“How very nice for Sal, you mean,” said Betsy.

“Sally’s very attractive and good company.”

“I don’t like her either,” Betsy interrupted cheerfully. “Few people do — that is, few women. Which, of course, worries our Sal so much that she barely sleeps at night So long as men come and sit up and beg when she whistles, Sal should give two hoots in Hades about women liking her.”

“Aren’t you a little hard on her?” Geraldine made herself say lightly.

“I’d like to be really hard on her — something with boiling oil in it.” Betsy was suddenly neither so young nor so innocent. “Women like that should be burned at the stake.”

Geraldine studied her in sudden sharpness.

“See here, Betsy — ” she began.

Betsy drew a deep breath and said tautly, “Oh, I got him back, of course. He wasn’t a big enough fish for Sal’s net She just snagged him in an idle moment, to keep her hand in. When somebody with more money came along, she threw Ted back to me — slightly damaged and never to be quite the same again — but I can have him if I want him.”

Geraldine said softly, “Betsy, I’m so terribly sorry.”

Betsy managed a wry grin. “Thanks.”

Tip, who had been talking to a group of men a few feet away, came back to Geraldine and said, “Want to finish this, honey?” Then he grinned at Betsy and added, “Hi, Bets! Or am I interrupting something?”

Betsy tossed her head saucily.

“Well, but of course you are. Don’t you men always? Only it’ll keep. Be seein’ you around, people,” she answered and turned away.

“Gosh,” said Tip as he put his arms about Geraldine and drew her out on the floor, “it’s indecent the way these kids grow up on you the minute your back’s turned! Bets had pigtails and freckles when I went away, and now here she is a married woman.”

“Girls grow up fast these days,” Geraldine answered lightly. “Men, too, for that matter.”

Tip nodded and his gaiety slipped for a moment and the old bleak, tired look was back. The next moment he smiled at her and warned, “How right you are! Careful not to trip over my long white beard, angel face.”

The encore finished with Tip and Geraldine, Sally and Phil within a few feet of each other. They greeted each other pleasantly, found a table together, and Sally smiled at Geraldine. The smile, Geraldine told herself grimly, of a cat that has just made a meal of the family’s morning cream.

“You’re looking a bit fagged, darling,” said Sally in an almost cooing voice. “Afraid you’re working too hard — all those committees and things.”

“I feel splendid,” said Geraldine coolly.

“You mustn’t let her work herself to death, Tip — or go off in her looks,” drawled Sally sweetly.

Tip stared at her coldly. “My good woman,” he said sternly, “Geraldine will be a dazzling beauty when she’s eighty! Brown-haired, gray-eyed women like Gerry only improve with age.”

Sally bristled a little. “Meaning that it’s red-heads who fade?”

Tip grinned.

“You said it, I didn’t,” he reminded her gently.

Sally shrugged.

“Oh, well, I never claimed to be a celebrated beauty, thank heaven,” she drawled carelessly. “My only hope for distinction is in wearing outrageous clothes.”

She put a suddenly possessive hand on Phil’s and gave him her most enchanting smile. “But there’s them as likes redheads, eh, pardner?” she drawled.

Phil patted her hand warmly and answered her smile, and Geraldine felt a little tightening about her heart. And knew, in the split second that she felt Sally’s eyes upon her, that Sally had been entirely aware of that tightening. There was a triumphant gleam in the other girl’s green eyes.

A little later, Sally said cheerfully, “Shall we go do things to the tired faces, Gerry, my pet? These two men are simply aching to talk shop, and I can’t take it.”

Geraldine picked up her sequinned evening bag, smiled at Tip and Phil and followed Sally to the powder room. There Sally, instead of seating herself at one of the mirrored dressing tables, dropped on a chaise lounge, took out her cigarette case, fitted a cigarette into a long jade holder, and said coolly, “Well, Gerry, how goes it?”

Geraldine, busy with compact and lipstick, was thankful that her face was turned away from Sally’s too sharp eyes.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she managed, her mouth arched towards the lipstick she held in her hand.

Sally made a little sound of derision and said cooly, “Don’t pretend, my pet. Remember me? I’m Sally, I know all, see all, but don’t always tell all — unless I’m pushed.”

Geraldine turned to her swiftly.

“And just what do you mean by that?” she demanded.

Sally shrugged and her smile was thin-lipped.

“Oh, I think you know,” she drawled. “How are you and Tip making out?”

“Splendidly; thanks for your warm interest.” Geraldine’s voice had a cutting edge.

“No — er — readjustments that are — painful?” persisted Sally outrageously.

“None whatever.”

Sally scrubbed out the half-finished cigarette and fitted a new one into the holder.

“A gallant lie, spoken gallantly.”

Geraldine was too angry to risk speech.

“You see, my pet,” Sally went on coolly and deliberately, “I happen to know that you were desperately in love with Phil — not Tip. I fully expected when Tip learned the truth that a neat little divorce would be arranged, quietly and gracefully as such things can be done, when there is practically unlimited money, and that you and Phil — ”

“Sally, you forget yourself,” Geraldine cut in. “There are limits beyond which even you should not go!”

Sally nodded, quite undisturbed.

“Oh, quite. I’ve often heard of them.” She made a little careless gesture of dismissal. “Of course, I think I had some faint hope of catching Tip on the rebound. I’m that fool that never gives up hope no matter how high the cards are stacked against me. But you and Tip are putting on a pretty good show of being the traditionally happy couple, reunited — ”

“Tip and I are the traditionally happy couple.” Geraldine said through her teeth and marveled in her heart that she could make her voice so convincing.

Sally studied her for a moment, obviously a little surprised.

“Could be, at that,” she admitted finally, though there was frank doubt in her voice. “Of course, you were in love with Tip first”

“First, last and always,” Geraldine said thinly.

Once more Sally was briefly silent, studying her.

“That’s good news,” she said at last “Then that leaves me a clear field with Phil — glory be!”

And Geraldine, adding lie to convincing lie, said evenly, “A completely clear field.”

“Cheers!” said Sally and once more that impish, faintly malicious grin touched her thin-lipped mouth. “That means, then, that you won’t try to stick any spokes into my wheel.”

Geraldine drew a long deep breath and turned back to the mirror, but knew her hand was trembling and dared not try to manipulate her lipstick.

“Nary a spoke.” She tried desperately to make her voice light and careless.

Once more Sally put out her half-finished cigarette and stood up. “Then what are we wasting time in here for? Let’s get back to work. I’ve a man-sized job cut out for me — but then I never cared for anything that could be won without a fight.”

At the door, Geraldine put a hand on Sally’s arm and said before she could check the words, “Sally — don’t hurt him.”

Sally paused and looked at her sharply.

“Hurt him?” she repeated as though puzzled, but a malicious imp danced briefly in her eyes. “Then you aren’t quite indifferent to Phil after all.”

“Phil’s a very decent person. I like him. All his friends do. He doesn’t deserve to be kicked around, Sally. Give him a break!” Geraldine pleaded rashly, and knew that she was skating on very thin ice.

Sally studied her for a moment and then tipped her red head back and laughed a little, silently.

“Oh, I’ll pack him in cotton wool and take the very best care of him,” she promised carelessly. “After all, I loathe my miserable little job and the miserable little pay check. I could be terribly good to any man who could pay my bills and give me a home, as Phil can! Oh, you may be quite sure I shan’t hurt him! I’ll treat him as though he were spun glass!”

Geraldine knew she had made a fool of herself in offering that little involuntary plea for Phil. Sally had almost believed her when she had protested that she loved Tip, not Phil. But her plea for Phil’s happiness had destroyed that faint conviction.


Chapter Ten

Mrs. Parker made her announcement at the dinner table, quite secure in her conviction that any plans she might make would be welcomed by anyone fortunate enough to be concerned in those plans.

“I have a surprise for you two children,” she beamed happily. “I think it’s high time we returned some of the many social obligations we’ve all assumed this spring, so I’ve leased a house at Hendersonville and we’re all going up this weekend. I’ve invited a dozen guests and I’m sure we’re all going to have a marvelous time.”

Tip looked up, puzzled.

“Isn’t it rather a long pull to Hendersonville just for a week-end, Miss Lucy?” he objected mildly. “After all, I’m a working man — remember?”

Mrs. Parker said swiftly, “I’m quite sure that ridiculous job of yours can do quite nicely without you for a month or two.”

Tip grinned without mirth.

“I’m quite sure of it, too,” he agreed. “But I’ve been hoping they wouldn’t discover it!”

“Your attitude towards the mills is really absurd, my dear,” said his mother pompously. “After all, you do own, with my stock which will some day be yours, forty-nine percent of the shares — ”

“And it takes fifty-one to be boss, Miss Lucy,” he cut in.

“Of course — but with forty-nine percent of the stock, there is surely no reason why you should insist on working like a common laborer,” protested Mrs. Parker, little flags of color deepening her delicately applied make-up. “If you want to work in the mills, why not take a decent job?”

“As soon as I know enough about what makes things go around down there, maybe I’ll be promoted to an office job.”

“Oh, well, if you insist — but naturally, you’ll have a vacation. I happen to know enough about the mills to know that every employee, even if only a day laborer, is entitled to two weeks’ vacation.”

Tip nodded. “I’d love to come for a couple of weeks. What house did you take?”

“The Behring place, at Silver Lake. Remember it? It’s one of the nicest places there for entertaining — there are twelve bedrooms!”

“Sounds impressive,” Tip agreed. “Who’s corning the first session?”

Mrs. Parker listed a dozen names, representative names as she considered them, of the town’s “nicest” people.

Tip nodded, his eyes shadowed.

“They’re fun,” he said pleasantly. “Have them for the first week, then Gerry and I’ll gather up a few of our own for the second?”

“Some of your mill friends, I suppose,” said his mother acidly.

“Sure, why not?” asked Tip mildly, but there was a glint in his eyes.

Mrs. Parker saw the glint but she refused to heed its warning.

“I do think it’s too utterly absurd of you, Tip, to make friends of such common people,” she burst out but Tip stopped her.

“Well, who shall we have for our first house party in the mountains, Gerry my gal?” he asked lazily, later on, when they were alone.

“Ted and Betsy Hammond,” said Geraldine lightly.

“Naturally, since Betsy is your best friend, and Ted’s a good guy,” Tip agreed, added quietly, “Mind if we ask Phil?”

Geraldine had schooled herself to hear Phil’s name without outward sign of emotion, and now she answered levelly, “Of course not, why should I? But, if you ask him, you should ask Sally Walker.”

“Sal is on the prowl, isn’t she?” said Tip, suddenly grim.

“Very definitely after Phil.” Geraldine could not check the words in time.

Tip studied her for a moment with that oddly intent gaze.

“And you don’t like the idea?” he suggested.

Geraldine tensed, and was grateful that she sat in the shadows, away from the one lighted lamp in the room. They hid her expression.

“Well, I think Phil’s a little too decent just to be married for what he can give a woman in the way of financial support,” she said.

Tip nodded.

“Right you are! But I don’t think you need to worry. I think Phil’s quite capable of looking after himself and guarding himself from the predatory women of Sal’s kind!” His tone was so casual that Geraldine knew he was now quite unconscious of her own secret agitation. “But it wouldn’t upset you to have Phil and Sally included in our house party?”

“Of course not,” said Geraldine and was dimly proud that her voice sounded quiet and matter of fact. “We’ll have to be on the alert to see that Betsy and Sally don’t tangle. Sally was after Ted for a while, and Betsy hasn’t forgiven her. Whether for pursuing him, or for handing him back, I’m not quite sure.”

“Either being, of course, in any woman’s eyes, a deadly insult,” Tip agreed with a grin.

And so it was settled. Phil and Sally, Ted and Betsy would comprise the week’s house party when Tip and Geraldine went to the mountains.

Geraldine, lying awake in the darkness long after the house had quieted down, reminded herself that it wasn’t going to be anything like a pleasant week. It would be at best bitter-sweet.


Chapter Eleven

When Tip’s car came to a stop beside the wide stone steps of the big, rambling, yet somehow beautiful old house, they were instantly surrounded by a laughing, chattering group, for the guests for the week’s house party had arrived a few hours before them.

“A fine thing! The guests have to welcome the hostess!” Betsy accused; she thrust her hand through Geraldine’s arm and said cheerfully, “Here, let me show you to your room, Gerry. I got here first, so of course I snagged the best room in the house, but there’s still a nice little room about the size of the Union Depot back home for you.”

Geraldine laughed and she and Betsy went up the stairs together, to a wide, airy room with its windows open to a breath-taking view of green-blue mountains, and a meadow where sleek, fat cattle grazed in the deepening twilight. Betsy said sharply:

“Gerry, what gives with that Walker gal here? Did you plan a house party that had to be blighted at the very beginning?

Geraldine laughed.

“Sorry, Betsy, but I couldn’t help myself. Tip had his heart set on getting Phil up here this week, and of course, you can’t ask Phil these days without asking Sally.”

Betsy looked sulky.

“No, I suppose not,” she agreed reluctantly. “How any guy as decent as Phil could take up his time with that — that werewolf — ”

Geraldine was grateful that she stood with her back to Betsy and was slipping her dark traveling dress over her head so that the other girl could not see her face.

“Oh, well, if all of a sudden somebody slips poison into her soup, there’ll be few tears shed,” said Betsy grimly. “It’s a superb setup for a ‘whodunit,’ come to think of it: a house party in the mountains, a victim everybody hates, murder, everybody with a motive, trying like mad to hide it — ”

“Don’t be a goof, darling,” Geraldine protested. “After all, you said yourself she had kept her hands off Ted — lately.”

Betsy scowled.

“Oh, sure, she handed him back to me, almost as good as new,” she said grimly.

“Betsy, why don’t you and Ted sit down and have a nice long heart-to-heart talk and get all the poison out of your system, and then forget that it ever happened?”

Betsy looked up hopefully.

“You think that would help?” she asked uneasily. “We’ve both been very carefully walking around the subject.”

Geraldine patted her shoulder comfortingly.

“Stop being so darned cagy, and have it out with him, Betsy,” she urged and Betsy grinned damply and promised.

Dinner started the house party off nicely. Mrs. Parker was very gracious and friendly, though there was the faintest possible air of condescension in her graciousness, like that of a great lady entertaining those not quite her equal. But the guests were accustomed to this attitude and took it good-naturedly.

After the enervating heat of midsummer in Marthasville, the chilly nights and gloriously brisk days were very pleasant. Every one reacted, and the house party swung into its stride on the first morning. The men were excited about the possibilities of fishing the clear mountain streams, and usually departed at an unearthly hour, leaving the women to sleep late, to dawdle over breakfast, to amuse themselves as they saw fit.

From the first, Sally demonstrated her frank desire to spend as much of her time as possible with the masculine portion of the party. She rose at five, dressed in smartly cut slacks or riding breeches, with laced boots and provocative sweaters. She was a surprisingly good angler, and the men ungrudgingly admitted her prowess as they returned in the twilight, dirty, grubby, sunburned and vociferous over the day’s adventures.

Phil and Tip departed one morning alone in the station wagon, intent on fishing a stream at a considerable distance from the house, where one of the taciturn, but unexpectedly friendly mountaineers had sworn the trout were twice the size of any they had yet caught.

“I suppose it’s perfectly safe for them to go alone,” Sally drawled lazily to Geraldine as they reclined in the sun in rustic lawn chairs.

“Why shouldn’t it be? They’re both good fishermen.”

Sally’s grin was malicious.

“And, of course, there aren’t nearly as many fishing accidents as hunting accidents,” she pointed out sweetly.

“Meaning?” Gerry demanded flatly.

Sally shrugged.

“Oh, don’t be infantile, Gerry, my pet. It doesn’t become you,” she drawled. “Meaning, if you would like me to draw you a diagram — it isn’t nearly as dangerous for Phil, fishing with a jealous husband, as if they were hunting, each armed with a rifle that could so easily go off by accident — ”

“That’s a perfectly foul thing to say, Sally!” Geraldine cut in swiftly, her eyes flashing. “Tip is not a jealous husband. Why should he be? He has no reason to be.”

“A neat little lie, of course,” Sally all but cooed. “Only to be expected, of course. You’ve probably got Tip nicely fooled, although I wouldn’t have expected him to be easily deceived. Still, you aren’t fooling me worth a cent. I know you’re as much in love with Phil as you ever were.”

“There is no point in my sitting here waiting for you to insult me, Sally, nor do I propose to do so,” Gerry stood up, her eyes blazing.

“I can’t see why speaking the truth should always be misinterpreted as being insulting,” Sally complained. “Nor why you should be ashamed of being in love with Phil. I’m not.”

“You in love? Don’t make me laugh, Sally! You don’t know the beginning of the meaning of the word! You’ve never been in love in your life, except with yourself!”

“Darling, how you do misjudge me!” Sally protested. “I’m very fond of Phil.”

“Just as you could be very fond of anybody who had money enough to satisfy your extravagant whims.”

“Now, that’s not quite fair,” Sally protested, very wide-eyed and hurt, yet the imp of malice still danced in her eyes. “Of course, I admit that it’s nice Phil can give me some of the things I want. But even if he were desperately poor — ”

“Phil’s income is twenty thousand a year, Sally,” said Geraldine impulsively. “I couldn’t help knowing that. Perhaps you didn’t?”

“Oh, I knew it, of course. Doesn’t everybody in Marthasville know everybody’s income, to the last cent?” she said dryly. “I admit it’s not a lot, but — well, Phil’s going ahead. With the right wife to prod him — ”

“Don’t you really mean to ‘nag’ him?” Geraldine asked.

“Oh, well — nag or prod — the results will be the same!” she said sweetly. “I really think that most of our wealthy self-made men, if they could be persuaded to be honest about it, would admit that an extravagant wife was more help to them than the drudging, thrifty ones who haven’t enough pride to keep up their looks and refuse to be made draught horses.”

“That’s a perfectly loathsome thing to say,” accused Geraldine.

“Oh, well, darling, you of course belong to that vast crowd of women who like making door mats of themselves during their husband’s early years, and then yelling to high heaven when the poor dear runs off to a woman who’s kept her looks!” she said lightly.

“I’ve got to go.” Geraldine hurried so that she would be out of reach of that light, carrying voice, and stumbled a little, blinded with angry tears as she hurried up the steps and into the house.

She had lived under a strain ever since the news had reached her that Tip was alive; she had not realized until now just how severe that strain had been. The effort to keep Tip convinced of the strength and the reality of her love —  She stopped short and for a moment her heart grew cold within her.

Had she convinced Tip? Had she unconsciously, for all her efforts, let him glimpse a little of her heart, which in spite of everything she could do, would always be in Phil’s keeping? And what did Sally know that she should hint at an “accident.”

Later, she made herself join the others on the lawn, where cocktails were being served.

“Well, you must have had a nice nap, lazybones,” chided Betsy good-naturedly, but her eyes were unexpectedly sharp.

“I didn’t nap, thanks. I had some letters to write.”

They sat lazily relaxed in the dying warmth of the day, knowing that any moment now they must go inside to a leaping log fire that was not entirely decorative, for the mountain nights were chilly even in late July.

“I can’t imagine what’s keeping Tip and Mr. Donaldson,” said Mrs. Parker fussily after a moment. “They’ve been gone since five this morning.”

“The fishing must be good,” contributed Ted.

In the little silence that followed that, they heard the sound of a car coming up the steep, winding drive from the highway to the house; but as they all listened, they knew instantly that it was not the smoothly singing powerful motor of the station wagon in which Tip and Phil had departed, but an older and more rugged machine that protested angrily at the steep grade and the narrow curves.

Suddenly tense, they waited and listened, and for a moment all of Geraldine’s uneasiness was back, in full measure. And just then the car turned in at the gate and they saw that it was a battered Ford, mud-spattered and very old. They saw the grizzled mountaineer behind the wheel; and they saw a man in leather fishing jacket and stout boots getting slowly and painfully out, standing for a moment as though steadying himself before he turned towards the group on the lawn. The last rays of the dying sun fell on his bloodstained face, and they saw that it was Tip, and that he moved awkwardly, painfully towards them.

Dimly, as from a great distance, Geraldine heard Mrs. Parker’s scream. She was conscious of Sally’s shocked, but somehow almost triumphant glance in her own direction; and then Geraldine was on her feet, swaying a little as Tip stumbled towards them.

“Hi,” he tried hard to sound jaunty. “Don’t be alarmed. We had a bit of an accident.”

The earth heaved beneath Geraldine’s feet, and sky and earth seemed to rush together in a mad, crazy dance like a moving picture montage; and then she heard a high, screaming voice that she could not recognize as her own crying out, and she was stumbling towards Tip.

“Phil?” she gasped and the word came painfully, as though it had been squeezed out of her half-mad heart. “Where is Phil? What have you done to him?”

She swayed and would have fallen had Tip not caught her by the shoulders and steadied her.

“Hi, take it easy, baby! Phil’s all right,” he told her sharply.

But she would not believe him and she struggled like a wild thing in his tightening grasp.

“You’ve — k-k-killed him,” she babbled wildly. “You’ve killed him! Where is he? Let me go! Let me go! Oh, Phil, Phil darling — ”

Tip’s face was quite white beneath the blood that stained one side of his face, and his eyes were stunned and harsh. He shook her hard, and his voice was rough.

“Be quiet, you little fool,” he said, and his words were like the sting of a whip. “He’s all right, I tell you.”

“I don’t believe you! He’s hurt — I’ve got to go to him,” she babbled and once more tried to wrench herself free of his grasp.

She had forgotten the others standing in a small, shocked huddle about them. Just as Tip seemed to have forgotten that he and Geraldine were not alone in that starkly revealing moment that tore down all her carefully and painfully erected barricades of silence.

“Be quiet, Gerry.” Tip’s voice was no longer harsh and stinging. There was even a queer sort of wonder in it. “We had an accident to the car — do you understand? It slid into a ditch. I was driving and I got a thundering thump on the forehead that bled quite a bit Phil wasn’t hurt — he wasn’t even in the car. I was moving it to turn around and start for home, and he was having a last cast. The car was damaged; the old mountaineer came along in his struggle-buggy, and Phil thought it would be better if he stayed with the car while I came home to get some first aid and telephone for a wrecker to get the car out of the ditch.”

He had spoken deliberately, slowly, and under the impact of his quiet words, she had fought her way back to some semblance of control. Now she looked at Tip’s white, strained face with haggard eyes.

“He’s — not hurt?” she whispered faintly.

“No,” stated Tip and now his voice was angry. “I haven’t suddenly gone berserk with war hysteria and murdered my best friend. You needn’t be alarmed.”

But she heard no more. Once more the earth and the sky seemed to rush together with a resounding crash that brought a merciful wave of blackness into which Geraldine sank gratefully as one exhausted sinks into a featherbed.


Chapter Twelve

Geraldine awakened to consciousness with a feeling that something rather terrible had happened. She looked about her with dazed eyes, and realized that she was in her own room, and that the morning sun was pouring in at the open windows. But that was ridiculous, she told herself worriedly. She hadn’t the faintest memory of going to bed last night; in fact, she couldn’t remember anything after cocktails on the lawn —  And then, with a devastating crash, she remembered.

She moaned with the memory and someone bent over her suddenly. Shrinking, she turned her head dazedly on her pillow and looked up into Betsy’s piquant, worried face.

“Hi; it’s about time you snapped out of it. A twelve-hour nap is really something, my pet!” she said sternly, but there was an embarrassed look in her usually frank eyes.

“Oh, Betsy — did I make a fool of myself?”

Betsy’s grin was gamine-like, but it did not vanquish the confusion in her eyes.

“Well, that’s a bit of an understatement, pet,” she admitted unwillingly.

Geraldine put her hands over her face for a moment, and Betsy patted her shoulder awkwardly.

“Don’t take it so to heart, pet. After all, you’re human, and having Tip walk in on us looking like something fresh from a battlefield — ”

There was a knock at the door and Geraldine whispered, “Oh, don’t let anyone come in!”

“It’s probably the Dowager Queen. I’ll see.”

“Run along, Betsy, and get some rest like a good child,” Geraldine heard Tip say quietly, but in a tone that would brook no denial. “You’ve been up most of the night You could do with a bit of shuteye.”

“Oh, but — I’m not a bit sleepy,” stammered Betsy.

“Beat it, scrap,” ordered Tip and though he tried to speak lightly there was an edge in his voice. “I have no intention of beating my wife, even though she does deserve it She’ll be perfectly safe with me, I assure you.”

“Don’t be a fool, Tip,” protested Betsy.

Tip closed the door behind her with a firmness that was not quite a bang. He crossed to the bed, took Betsy’s chair, and looked down at Geraldine. She was white, but beneath his look, scarlet flowed into her face and she could not meet his eyes.

“Oh, Tip — I’m — so ashamed,” she whispered miserably.

“I should think you would be,” Tip agreed grimly. “Of all the barefaced, conscienceless little liars it’s ever been my misfortune to meet, I think you take the brass medal, my girl. What was the big idea?”

Geraldine forced herself to face him, though she had never done anything more difficult.

“I — well, Tip, I — tried,” she whispered piteously.

“Thanks,” said Tip dryly. “Tried to love me — or Phil?”

She could not steady her voice and he made a little gesture of dismissal. “That’s a damn fool thing to ask, at that You proclaimed to the world at large last night that you were mad about Phil, and that you nursed some pretty dark thoughts about me. What I want to know, Gerry — and for heaven’s sake, be honest with me, if you never were before in your life! — is why you didn’t tell me the truth when I first came home. Why you let me believe you still loved me and that you wanted to be my wife. You know, Gerry, that if you had given me the slightest inkling that you were in love with Phil — ”

“I — tried hard to — do my duty — ” she began faintly.

Tip cut in sharply.

“Stop sounding like something out of the not-too-gay Nineties! No man wants a wife who lives with him as a duty. That’s about as deadly an insult as you can offer any man!” he told her. “And while you were being so noble and self-sacrificing, did you ever stop to think of my side of the matter?”

Startled, she looked up at him.

“I didn’t stop to consider anybody else’s!” she told him hotly.

“Nuts!” said Tip inelegantly and forcefully. “You were so busy seeing yourself as a martyred wife, like something out of the movies, that it didn’t occur to you, I suppose, to realize that just as you could grow out of love for me, I could grow out of love with you?”

Dazedly she lay still against her pillows, looking at him with wide, incredulous eyes.

“That gives your vanity a bit of a jolt, I daresay,” Tip went on grimly. “But it happens to be true, my pet. After all, we were a couple of kids when we marri$$, we were a world apart while we were growing up. Didn’t it ever occur to you that I could change, just as you did? And neither of us to blame for what we couldn’t help?”

She lay still for a stunned moment and then color came back to her white face and her eyes widened.

“Who, Tip?” she gasped.

“Jamie, of course — Ruth Jamison,” answered Tip. There was a thread of warmth and tenderness in his voice, as though the bare mention of her name had the power to make his heart leap.

“The navy nurse?”

Tip nodded. “She didn’t want to come to the cottage to meet you and Miss Lucy, for fear we’d give ourselves away,” he said, and now his tone was warm and eager and the anger had vanished. “But I had to see her, for one last time; I hoped until the last moment that you’d set me free.”

“Oh, Tip, Tip! If only you’d given me the tiniest hint.”

“I couldn’t. Jamie wouldn’t let me,” he answered as though marveling at Jamie’s decency. “She wouldn’t steal a man from the girl who had stayed at home and waited for him and who always signed her letters ‘Loving you always.’ “

“But that was the way you signed yours.”

Tip grinned at her.

“We were a couple of plaster saints trying to live up to an out-of-date idea. You can’t make two people stay in love with each other. We simply outgrew a youthful fondness that had developed between us simply because we didn’t know anything better. But the moment I met Jamie —  She’s — well, Gerry, she’s just about the most wonderful woman you could imagine. The way she fought for the boys in her care — the flights to and from the battlefronts, sometimes twenty-four hours alone with them, their lives in her keeping — ” His voice thickened a little and he was silent.

There were tears thick in Geraldine’s throat.

“We’ve been a couple of fools, Tip,” she said huskily.

“We have indeed,” he admitted. “Jamie tried to tell me that I wasn’t really in love with her. That it was just a natural reaction of a man who’s been sick and wounded to the woman who nursed him back to health. She was so sure of it. And after she saw you and realized what a good person you are and how beautiful you are, she tried to make me believe that I’d forget about her as soon as I was with you. She said that all men fell in love with their nurses, that the nurses expected it and that they would have been hurt if it didn’t happen. I knew she was wrong, but she wouldn’t have it any other way. She insisted we give it a try — and Gerry, please believe me, I did try!”

“I know you did, darling. So did I,” she said huskily.

For a moment he was silent and then he lifted her hand and kissed its palm, and said quietly, “Well, Gerry, where do we go from here?”

“You are free, Tip. Free as air!” she told him swiftly, earnestly. “I’ll get a divorce, or you can — ”

“One of those brave, gallant divorces where we are still the best of friends?” he suggested and now his grin was gay.

“What else?” she answered, her tone matching his. “I’ll go to Florida or Reno or anywhere you like.”

“And afterwards it’s Phil for you — and Jamie for me,” he said and drew a deep breath. “Boy, it’s going to be wonderful, isn’t it, Gerry?”

“Perfectly wonderful,” she echoed.

Tip studied her curiously. “What’s the reservation?” he demanded flatly. “You’re giving me my freedom, and taking your own — and there’s Phil waiting.”

“But he isn’t,” she protested and her voice shook a little. “There’s Sally.”

Tip said harshly, “Have you lost your mind? Phil’s no more in love with Sally Walker than I am! He’s crazy about you. I’ve known that from the very first and felt sorry as hell for the poor guy, not knowing, dumb guy that I am, that the two of you were breaking your hearts for each other, because of me. Get any crazy idea about Sally out of your head, my pet. Phil’s for you, first, last, and always!”

“Oh, Tip — do you really think so?”

“No, my precious sap, I know so!” said Tip sternly, and smiled warmly at her and said briskly, “Now hop out of that bed and get yourself all prettied up, and take the poor guy out of his misery!”

“I will, Tip,” she said radiantly. “Oh, Tip — t-t-thank you for — everything!”

Tip smiled down at her.

“Thank you, too, Gerry,” he said and kissed her lightly.

As he walked towards the door, there was a gentle tap on it, and before he could open it, Mrs. Parker came in. She beamed as she saw the happy look in her son’s eyes.

“Oh, there you are, my dear. I’m so glad you and Gerry have straightened everything out,” she said eagerly. “I’m sure Gerry was not at all accountable for the ridiculous exhibition she made of herself last night. And we are all just going to forget it, aren’t we?”

“I’m afraid not, Miss Lucy,” he said quietly. “We have straightened everything out, and Gerry is leaving for Reno to divorce me.”

“A divorce?” she gasped, shocked. “Oh, Tip, my dear, you can’t possibly mean that! Of course I know that you were terribly humiliated by Gerry’s outrageous behavior last night, but I’m sure she’s properly remorseful this morning.”

“Gerry is getting a divorce, Miss Lucy, because she and I are not in love with each other — and we are in love with a couple of other people,” Tip thrust ruthlessly through his mother’s shocked flutterings.

She turned to Geraldine, her eyes baleful.

“I cannot believe you would do so shameful a thing, in front of your own and Tip’s friends!” she said hotly. “I don’t blame Tip for wanting to divorce you, but you mustn’t allow it — ”

“Steady, Miss Lucy,” said Tip grimly. “Gerry is doing exactly what we both want. Gerry wants to be free to marry Phil — ”

“That creature! Gerry, I won’t permit it!”

“Afraid there isn’t anything you can do about it, Miss Lucy, since what I want more than anything else in the world is to marry my girl.”

Startled, incredulously, Mrs. Parker turned wide, shocked eyes on him.

“Your girl?” she repeated. “You mean, Tip, you want Gerry to divorce you so you can marry someone else? Oh, but, Tip — you can’t possibly mean anything so — so — outrageous!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Miss Lucy. There’s nothing outrageous in a man and a woman outgrowing their love for each other, after years of separation and experiences they could not share. I am going to find Jamie and marry her just as soon as I possibly can.”

Mrs. Parker put out a shaking hand and steadied herself against the back of a chair. Her face looked white and raddled, and Gerry knew a moment of sharp pity for the older woman whose world was breaking up about her. Mrs. Parker had forgotten Geraldine.

“Jamie?” she repeated faintly.

“You met her. Lieutenant Ruth Jamison, the navy nurse.”

“Oh, that ill-bred creature who brought an uninvited guest to dinner without permission?”

“Look, Mother,” Tip was unexpectedly gentle, his eyes on his mother almost pitying. “I don’t suppose I can expect you, living in your nice, warm, safe little world out of which you’ve never stepped in all your life, to understand — ”

“I understand that you are planning to disgrace the family name with a divorce,” she flashed at him unsteadily. “There’s never been a divorce in our family.”

Mrs. Parker was in tears now, and Tip put his arm about her, gentle though almost without affection.

“Come along, Mother, and take it easy for a spell,” he said gently. “You’ll get used to it, and you’ll be crazy about Jamie once you get to know her. She’s a very real, lovable person.”

“I’ve known from the very first that Gerry was not the girl for you.” Mrs. Parker’s eyes flashed malevolence at Geraldine. “But how can I know this — this Jamie person is?”

“Afraid you’ll have to take my word for it, Mother,” said Tip, and gently steered his mother towards the door. There he paused a moment to look back at Geraldine, and to lift his thumb and forefinger together in a little circle meaning “OK.”

Geraldine beamed at him, misty-eyed; Tip and his mother went out and the door closed behind them.

Almost the moment they were out of the room, Geraldine flung back the covers and slid out of bed. She locked the door to protect herself from further interruptions and stood tense and still, savoring to the full this exquisite moment.

After long months of strain and worry and the effort to keep Tip convinced of her love for him, she was free. She and Tip had a clear understanding. She thought of the long, long weeks, and her heart was torn with pity for Tip. Trying so desperately hard to tear the image of the little nurse from his mind and his heart just as Geraldine had tried without success to forget Phil.

Phil! The thought of him. She must look her loveliest; the beautiful moment of going to Phil, with all the barriers down between them, was so cherished that only the most becoming costume she owned was worthy of it.

Her selection fell finally on a dress of amber linen. This was no morning for the cheerfully casual shorts or slacks or sweater and skirt. The amber linen was simple, almost severe, but the color was vastly becoming to her warm sun tan and the burnished waves of her shining hair. She smiled at herself happily and went down the stairs.

Breakfast was over, of course. The house guests were scattered.

“Good morning, my dear,” Ted said pleasantly, on the terrace. “You look fresh as a daisy.”

“Thanks,” Geraldine glowed radiantly. “Where is everybody? The place looks deserted.”

“Around and about,” answered Ted evasively.

But when Gerry raised her eyebrows, he cleared his throat, and said flatly, “Phil and Sally went off an hour or so ago, headed for the county seat, so Sally told me.”

There was a moment’s stunned silence.

The county seat! Where one bought a marriage license and had a wedding performed. In this state one could buy a license and be married the same day!

Geraldine tried to scoff at the idea, but it clung like a burr to the fringes of her mind. It couldn’t possibly be like that! After the way she had behaved last night, Phil must know that her marriage to Tip was off. That they would get a divorce, that she would soon be free — yet he and Sally had departed for the county seat, and he hadn’t even waited to see her, nor had he sent her a message.

“I feel sure they’ll be back for lunch,” said Ted gently. But Geraldine had turned and hurried back into the house.


Chapter Thirteen

Phil’s convertible was performing nobly, and he and Sally looked like the most carefree vacationers in the world as they bowled along the paved mountain road towards the county seat.

Sally looked sideways at Phil, and said resentfully, “You might just toss me a word now and then as one tosses a bone to a hungry hound dog.”

Phil looked at her swiftly and said, “Sorry, Sally. I’m not very good company this morning.”

“You can say that again,” she agreed almost viciously.

With sudden decision he pulled the car off the side of the road, into a small clearing beneath the giant trees, and parked. He looked for a moment at his brown, strong hands clinched so hard about the steering wheel that the knuckles were small white mounds.

“Look here, Sally, I’m beginning to wonder. After all, this seems to me a pretty childish thing we are doing,” he said flatly.

Sally smothered a little impatient exclamation.

“Pretty silly for us to rush off like this and get married, darling?” She made her voice sweet and warm.

“Just to keep Tip and Gerry from smashing up.”

“But if you had been there, darling, and seen the way she behaved — ” Sally could not keep the edge from her voice.

Phil leaned forward over the wheel, his bitter eyes on the far-flung scene below them.

“I can’t imagine Gerry breaking like that.”

“And accusing her husband of murder?”

“Gerry couldn’t possibly have thought — ”

“Oh, no?”

“No,” stated Phil flatly and looked at Sally oddly. “What could possibly have put such a crazy idea in her head, in the first place?”

“How should I know?” snapped Sally shortly.

Phil turned once more to look with unseeing eyes at the vista of mountains that lay, fold on fold, the near ones green, the farther ones a deepening blue until they seemed to melt into the deep blue of the sky.

“I thought she and Tip were making a go of things,” he said wearily after a moment.

“They are, but Gerry can’t bear the thought that there is an unattached man at hand who doesn’t bow down and worship her.” Sally’s voice was vicious.

Phil’s laugh was like a small, hard slap in her face.

“That’s not Gerry you’re talking about. It must be a couple of other people,” he said grimly.

Sally had made a mistake and she knew it. But she was angry, determined that she must pull this off. She had worked on Phil ever since he had come back late last night, laughing a little at his misadventure, anxious to know that Tip had suffered no serious effects from the accident. And he had sensed instantly the changed manner of the other guests; puzzled, until Sally had slipped her hand through his arm and borne him off to where a belated supper was waiting for him. And over that supper, she had told him quickly, shading the details deliberately, what had happened when Tip had come unsteadily up the drive and Geraldine had flown at him with her frantic accusations.

She drew a deep breath, and her hands were clenched tightly, out of sight in the crisp folds of her smart cotton frock. She had to play her cards carefully. Whatever she hoped to do, she must accomplish it before Phil and Geraldine could meet.

“I’m sorry, darling,” she said sweetly, at last. “I’d rather not be the one to tell you. But it is something you simply must know, and — well, I can’t bear to see you go on making a fool of yourself over Gerry.”

She paused, prettily reluctant, but watching him covertly beneath her lashes. She could not read his taut, brown face, and he would not look at her.

“Go on.” he said expressionlessly.

She made a pretty little gesture of abasement.

“Well, it all began a long time ago, when we were just kids,” Sally’s dulcet voice went on with every indication of reluctance. “For some reason, Gerry always hated me.”

“And of course you were terribly fond of Gerry.” Phil’s voice was derisive, cutting.

Anger flashed in Sally’s eyes and for a moment she forgot her pretty pose.

“I was never terribly fond of any woman. I hate women,” she spat furiously; she made a terrific effort at self-control and went on more gently, trying hard to sound pathetic. “It’s just that — well, women were spiteful and catty and incapable of the sort of friendship that is possible between two men.” She shrugged and waited, all but breathlessly, for his reaction.

But once more his expression was unreadable.

“Go on — I’m listening,” he said after a moment.

She set her teeth hard for a moment before she could obey him.

“Well, in the beginning, when we were high school kids, Tip — was mine,” she said with that air of gentle pathos. “He liked me, and of course that was something Gerry couldn’t stand. So she went to work to take him away from me. She was lovely as a dream even then, and I was not. My hair was carroty, and I had freckles and there were braces on my teeth. I never had pretty clothes, and — well, she didn’t have to work very hard to get Tip. After the engagement was announced she threw it in my teeth that she had taken him away from me.” Perfectly dry-eyed, Sally touched a wisp of a handkerchief to her eyes, subconsciously careful of the mascara, and stole another covert look at Phil.

His expression still told her nothing. She could have shaken him; she wanted to scream at him, to beat at him with her clenched fists.

After a little, he said politely, “So then what happened?”

Sally was still for a moment until she felt reasonably sure that she could trust her voice; and then she went on, gently but bravely pathetic, “Well, then she and Tip were married and Tip went to Vietnam and I went to work.”

“And also married,” Phil supplied neatly.

The color fanned out in her face for a moment, but she answered him quietly. “Yes, and I also married. But it was a mistake, of course. I should have been wise enough to know that after loving Tip, I couldn’t be happy with anyone else. The marriage ended in a divorce. And then you came to the mills.”

She turned her head away as though in confusion. But in reality it was because she dared not let him see her eyes, lest they give the lie to her brave, gentle pathos.

“I see,” said Phil at last. Was there just the faintest possible hint of softening in his voice? Hopefully, she risked a glance but he was not looking at her.

“I liked you from the first,” Sally went on gently. “And of course, Gerry knew it. She seemed always to know when I liked someone and couldn’t rest until she’d broken it up.”

“Once again, Sally my girl, that’s not Gerry you’re describing,” Phil cut in and there was once more a sting in his voice.

Sally’s hands were clenched hard and her teeth were set in her lower lip.

“Oh, of course I couldn’t expect a mere man to understand Gerry — or any woman, for that matter!” she flashed at him uncontrollably. “But you were the first man she so much as looked at after the word came that Tip’s ship had gone down; and you were the first man I had been interested in.”

Phil frowned and rubbed a hand over his forehead as though in the slight hope that he might rub away the complex emotions and problems that centered there.

Sally was still for a moment, knowing that now was the moment to play her trump card. But she must proceed with the utmost caution. She knew that her whole plan, her last hope, depended on the way she played it, that everything rested on the turn of that card.

She laid her hand gently on his arm and her voice was cooingly sweet.

“Darling,” she said very softly, “we’re talking all around the real problem, and we both know it. My happiness, even your happiness, is not nearly so important as Tip’s! After what he has been through, all the suffering and hardship and pain, surely you can’t feel it is right to rob him of the one thing in life that he needs — his wife! Phil, dearest, you could never be happy with her, no matter how much you loved her, knowing that Tip’s ghost was always between you! Every time you — k-k-kissed her, or took her in your arms — Phil, dearest, don’t you know the thought of Tip would blast every hope of happiness you could ever dream of knowing?”

Phil’s face twisted with pain and he bent a little forward over the wheel, as though trying to avoid her eyes.

“Do you suppose I’ve thought of anything else since we knew he was alive?” he asked harshly.

The silence lasted, and finally he straightened and looked down at her, his expression once more under control. There was even a taut smile on his lips, though it did nothing to soften the bleak look in his eyes.

“And even knowing all this — the way I feel about Gerry — you are willing to marry me?” he asked, and there was something faintly like derision in his tone.

Sally winced and turned her face away, lest he see something in her eyes that she must not let him guess.

“I knew all along, my darling,” she said at last, her voice husky. “But I can’t seem to do anything about it. I suppose if I had any pride — but then, a woman in love can’t afford such a luxury, can she?”

She turned to him then, the tears misty in her eyes, her voice shaken.

“I want you any way I can get you, dearest,” she told him and made a little expressive gesture with her hands. ‘“There! There’s my pride, all done up in an untidy little bundle and offered to you.”

Phil’s face was white.

“You deserve a better break.”

“But if I don’t want a better break? If I’m quite satisfied?”

He nodded then as though he had reached a difficult decision and started the car.

“Then I’m very much afraid, Sally my girl, you’ve got yourself a husband, heaven have pity on you,” he said and tried hard to smile at her.

Sally dared not trust herself to speak, lest her exultation be too strong for revelation to him at this moment. She had put it over! She was going to be married to the man Gerry loved, and some small bit of the ancient score she had chalked up against Gerry all the years since they had been children together, was going to be settled.

As the car slid back into the highway, she put her band for a fleeting moment on Phil’s and said huskily, “Darling, I won’t let you be sorry!”

Phil answered wryly, “That’s hardly the question. Are you so sure you’re not going to be sorry?”

“Never, Phil — never!” she assured him radiantly. “I’m going to be such a good wife, and some day, maybe you’ll care for me — just a little! That’s why I can start out like this, Phil, knowing that you don’t love me now, but feeling so very sure, my darling, that some day you will!”

Phil hesitated and his jaw set hard. But he kept back the words, and Sally said softly, “Some day, Phil. I can wait for what I want — so terribly.”

Phil took his hand from the wheel for a moment and held hers close and hard. But the bitterness and the pain had not quite faded from his eyes, despite the little ghost of pity that stood there for a moment.


Chapter Fourteen

Geraldine went back upstairs to her own room. She did not quite know how the time passed; she sat at the window looking out at the sun-drenched morning.

Yesterday she let herself be flung off her mental balance by Sally’s poisoned insinuations; she knew now that without those little barbs of Sally’s, she would never have made a fool of herself when Tip came alone up the drive at dusk. And her sober common sense tried desperately to tell her that she was letting her thoughts run away with her now.

Suppose Phil and Sally had driven away to the county seat? That didn’t necessarily mean that they were going to be married; she was being a fool to think of such a thing. She hadn’t seen Phil; maybe he hadn’t wanted to see her. The exhibition she had made of herself last night had been embarrassing; it would make things extremely awkward for Phil. It was perfectly natural that he would want to get away from the house for a while, away from the others who had witnessed that scene. And what more natural than that he should ask Sally to go with him?

Dimly she heard the ringing of the telephone, but she paid no attention to it. She was still sitting there, looking with wide, sick eyes out into the sunny morning, when Tip knocked at her door and came in.

She knew, by her first look at him, that something had happened. She got unsteadily to her feet, paling.

“Tip — what — ” Her voice stuck in her throat.

“Pull yourself together, Gerry. It’s going to be a hard knock,” Tip said evenly, pity in his eyes.

“Tell me — ”

“Sally just telephoned,” said Tip quietly. “She and Phil are on their way to the county seat to be married.”

Mercifully he let her have it with brevity.

For a moment she stood quite still, drawn to her full height, staring at him with wide, shocked eyes.

“Poor little Gerry,” said Tip huskily.

She shook her head then, her eyes blurred with tears.

“It’s my own fault,” she said steadily. “I should have been honest with you at the start. I wanted to be, only I wasn’t brave enough. I had no right to play games. It’s only what I deserved.”

Tip put his arm about her, gently, as though he were her brother, and she leaned against him, grateful for the support of his arms.

For a little they were still, and then she made herself laugh. A little ragged laugh that was half a sob.

“Tip, you’ve got to hurry and find Jamie before it’s too late,” she said then.

“I’ve been on the long distance telephone for the last hour,” he said quietly. “I know where she is — a hospital in New York State. I’ve sent her a wire, and I’m going to call her tonight.”

“I’m so terribly glad for you, Tip, and for Jamie,” she told him with simple sincerity.

“Look, Gerry, I’m going back to town right away,” he said quickly. “Want to go with me?”

“Oh, Tip — yes!”

He nodded.

“I thought you’d want to.” He smiled hearteningly. “Throw a few duds into a suitcase, and I’ll take you to Beth. We can see my attorneys in the morning, and you can leave for Reno or wherever you want to go tomorrow afternoon! You’ll want to get away — fast!”

“You’re sweet, Tip.” She tried to thank him but her voice shook, and she set her teeth hard in her lower lip.

“So are you, Gerry,” said Tip gently. “It’s a shame it couldn’t have worked out — but neither of us is to blame. We can always be friends, Gerry, can’t we?”

“Of course, Tip — always.”

He touched his lips to the top of her head, grinned at her hearteningly, and said briskly, “I’m ready to shove off any time you are, Gerry I”

“Give me fifteen minutes,” she promised rashly.

He nodded and the door closed behind him.

Swiftly, with shaking fingers, she got out of her dress and changed into a sheer dark dress more suitable for traveling. She was just adjusting her hat when there was a tap at the door, and Betsy thrust her head in, her eyes widening as she took in the dark dress and hat.

“Hi, what gives?” she demanded, coming in and closing the door behind her, making no effort to hide her curiosity.

“Tip’s driving me back to town,” answered Geraldine.

“I see,” said Betsy, and obviously didn’t “Then you and Tip are — all right?”

“Of course,” answered Geraldine, and selected gloves and a bag with meticulous care. “We are seeing his attorneys in the morning, and I’m leaving for the West immediately.”

Betsy’s eyes widened.

“For — the usual reason?” she gasped incredulously.

“For a divorce,” answered Geraldine.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake, I didn’t think Tip would be such a dope. Good gosh, Gerry, can’t he understand that you just sort of lost your head for a couple of minutes?”

Geraldine turned to her quietly.

“Betsy, you’re my best friend and I want you to know the truth, so that you can put an end to a lot of scandalous rumors and gossip,” she said swiftly. “Tip is not in love with me. He hasn’t been for a long time. He wants to be free quite as much as I do. And last night, he realized that he and I had both been making a pretense, nothing else. And so, like a couple of reasonably sensible people, we are ending a situation that has made three people very unhappy.”

Betsy blinked, and after a moment she repeated, “Three people? What about Phil?”

Geraldine turned away, concealing her face.

“Phil and Sally are being married this morning at the county seat.” She made herself say it quietly and steadily.

Betsy gave a little gasp and cried out, ‘What? You mean she pulled it off after what happened last night? Why, the rotten little — ”

“Don’t, Betsy!” Geraldine cut in and in spite of herself, her voice was ragged with pain. “After all, Sally couldn’t very well force Phil to marry her at the point of a gun.”

“She’s quite capable of it. I wouldn’t put it past her.”

“We’re both being ridiculous. Phil’s marrying Sally because he wants to, and that’s that,” stated Geraldine crisply. “And now I’m going to cut and run for it. I know I ought to be modern and sophisticated and all that. Maybe announce our impending divorce at the luncheon table as one announces an engagement, but I can’t quite make it I guess I’m just — just a country girl at heart.”

“Take it on the lam, pal,” said Betsy almost gruffly. “I’ll make whatever announcement is necessary. Anyway, Ted is your friend and Tip’s. He’ll understand.”

Geraldine smiled at her.

“Thanks, chum. You’re aces,” she said as she gave Betsy a little hug.

“Send me a picture postcard from Reno. I may be trekking out that way some day myself,” said Betsy darkly.

Geraldine hurried down the stairs and out through the side door to where Tip waited in the car.

“I didn’t say good-bye to your mother.” She hesitated, reluctant to face the ordeal.

Tip said wryly, “Think nothing of it, Gerry, my pet. She’s lying down in a darkened room, plentifully supplied with eau de cologne and cold cloths for her head!”

Geraldine got into the car beside him, and as they rolled down the drive, she unconsciously gave a deep sigh and straightened her shoulders and tilted her head back to breathe deeply.

Tip looked at her oddly.

“A little like being released from prison, isn’t it, Gerry?” he asked quietly. “I’m sorry.”

Color burned in her face and she said awkwardly, “It’s just that — well, I’m mixed up, Tip.”

Tip nodded. “I know, but you’ve never been really happy with me, have you, Gerry?”

“That’s not true, Tip. I was! I was!” she protested unsteadily. “It’s just that — well, I seemed to have grown up while you were gone.”

“I know. I did, too,” Tip answered her.

Geraldine nodded. “Oh, Tip, darling, I do hope that it will be all right with you and Jamie.”

Tip said evenly, “It will be, I’m sure of it. I was a little worried about Bob Drake, but he’s been discharged and has married his hometown sweetheart and Jamie is still free.”

“I’m glad,” said Geraldine simply.

He hesitated a moment and then he said awkwardly, “I’m sorry as the dickens about Phil, Gerry.”

She quivered a little but her hands were clenched tightly in her lap. “Thanks, Tip, but you don’t have to be. If he wanted to marry Sally, he was quite free to do so. After all, he and I said good-bye, firmly and definitely, before you ever came back. That was the way it had to be.”

“I know, Gerry, but it’s such a rotten break for you.”

She made herself smile at him, her mouth firm.

“You needn’t be. I’ll get over it,” she told him quietly. “What’s that old line — ’Men have died, and worms have eaten them — but not for love’?”

“Now there’s a nice cheerful thought for a bright summer morning. You’re not going morbid on me, by any chance?”

Geraldine’s laugh was slightly more convincing.

“Of course not. I can’t imagine where that quotation came from, and I assure you I have no intention of going into a decline or grieving my heart out. After all, I’m still young and the world is full of interesting and exciting things for a career girl.

Tip, unexpectedly grave, stopped her.

“We haven’t had a chance to discuss financial arrangements, or anything like that, Gerry,” he told her swiftly. “But you know, of course, that you will be amply provided for.”

“I don’t want — ”

“It makes no difference what you want, it’s what you’re going to get,” Tip told her flatly. “There will be a substantial settlement that will give you an income sufficient to live comfortably and even indulge in a mild extravagance here and there.”

“But, Tip — ” she protested.

“It’s either that, Gerry, or I’ll contest the divorce,” he threatened, and, startled, she saw that he meant it. “You’re giving me Jamie and, through me, you’ve lost Phil. For the love of Mike, don’t you want me to have any happiness at all?”

“Of course, Tip —  You know — ”

“And you know that I’d never draw a peaceful breath if I had to think of you, out earning a living, growing old and haggard and tired with the battle. Oh, no, my pet! You’re going to be a good girl and let me salve my conscience by making as handsome a settlement on you as I can — and that’s that!”

“But, Tip, I like to work.”

“Then develop a hobby and make money out of it if you can — but you’re going to have a decent income, from a settlement, or I’m going to contest the divorce and keep you tied to me for the rest of your life! And don’t think I don’t mean that, either. I’m not the one to make idle threats, pet!” His tone, as much as his words, warned her that he was in deadly earnest.

“We’ll talk it over with Beth and Tom,” she temporized.

“Oh, no, we won’t. We’ll settle it here and now and that’s that!” he cut in and now there was an edge to his voice. “One half of my stock in the mills is going to be transferred to you.”

“But, Tip, there’s Jamie. You’ll want children — you won’t want to support two wives,” she protested.

He grinned at her.

“Oh, there’ll be plenty for Jamie and a family, and neither of us could enjoy our happiness unless we knew that at least your financial wants were taken care of.”

And because she saw that he was determined and there was no argument that could sway him, she finally yielded, but with reluctance. A reluctance Tip could not fail to see and read.

“Sorry you dislike me so much.”

“Oh, now you’re being silly.”

He grinned at her and patted her hand.

“That sounds like the Gerry I know,” he said contentedly. “So that’s settled. And we don’t have to argue about it any more.”

				• • •

				They reached Marthasville late in the evening. Beth was still at St. Simons, but Tom was at home, and her first sight of him, through the lighted window, brought a little lump into Geraldine’s throat. He looked so lonely, and somehow, older.

She ran to him and threw her arms about him, hiding her face against his shoulder. Startled, Tom’s arms went about her and held her close, and above her head, he looked with sharp suspicion at Tip.

“What have you been doing to her?” he demanded.

Tip said quietly, “We have some news for you, Tom. I hope you won’t be — too shocked.”

Tom’s eyes sharpened. “Oh, I don’t imagine I will. You and Gerry have found that your marriage isn’t working out, haven’t you?”

Geraldine stared at him, tears drying on her cheeks.

“Why, Dad,” she gasped, “how did you guess?”

Tom all but snorted.

“Guess, my eye! I’ve suspected it from the day Tip came home. I knew you two kids were breaking your hearts trying to make a brave show of being happy, but I hope I have sense enough to scent a pretense when I see one. I think it’s high time you were behaving like grown-ups.”

Tip said eagerly, “Then you aren’t shocked that Gerry and I are deciding on a friendly divorce?”

Tom’s eyebrows went up a little.

“Are people still shocked by a divorce? I hadn’t heard that. I thought the world had grown up enough to realize that a divorce is the only sane solution to a marriage that doesn’t work out. Regrettable of course, but after two people have tried, and failed, then what else is there?”

“Right,” said Tip, and grinned his relief. “I appreciate your taking that view. Gerry tried with all her heart — so did I; I’d like you to believe that.”

“Of course, of course,” said Tom as though that did not need to be said.

He looked down at Geraldine for a moment, and then he smiled warmly at her and patted her shoulder.

“You trot upstairs to your own room and tuck yourself into bed and get a good night’s sleep. You look as if you could use one. And in the morning, I’ll turn over the store to Jenkins and we’ll run down and see Beth! She’s been lonesome for you,” he said, and Geraldine kissed him with tears in her eyes.


Chapter Fifteen

She had not expected to like Nevada, but once the necessary preliminaries were over and she was free to depart for the dude ranch out of town where she had elected to spend her six weeks’ waiting period, she found a strange sort of peace.

The ranch was as comfortable, as luxurious as the most modern hotel. The guests were a rather conglomerate crew: several young, pretty women who wore levis and shirts and boots with an air no cow-country girl would ever have thought of attempting; one or two plump, middle-aged women who risked unwisely the wearing of slacks or the inevitable dungarees, but who dressed lavishly for dinner.

At first there were a few attempts at confidences, getting acquainted; but when Geraldine did not show a willingness to confide, the would-be confidantes shrugged and left her alone.

The chambermaid who looked after the two-roomed cabin, luxuriously appointed, for all its self-conscious “atmosphere” eyed Geraldine covertly when she was making the bed that first morning, and said with Western frankness, “Guess you’re new around here. Your first visit?”

“Yes,” answered Geraldine.

The chambermaid nodded.

“I can always tell a firstie,” she said dryly.

“A firstie?” Geraldine repeated.

The chambermaid grinned.

“A first divorce. Kinda want to keep yourself to yourself, and ain’t runnin’ around tellin’ the rest of ‘em your troubles, and singing’ songs o’ hate agin all men,” said the chambermaid cheerfully, banging away at the pillow she was inserting into a crisply immaculate slip. “Kinda tough, the first time, ‘specially if you kinda like the guy you’re sheddin’ — or mebbe you got another feller waitin’, like the others?”

Geraldine flushed, but there was something friendly and kindly about the maid, for all her frank curiosity.

“No — that is, my husband fell in lote with another girl while he was in Vietnam.” She stammered and was ashamed of the little involuntary attempt at confidence.

The maid nodded with understanding.

“Yep, that’s the way it happens, lotsa times,” she said briskly, attacking the shining floor with an oiled mop. “ ‘Course, you had a chance, too, didn’t you, to pick yourself another feller?”

Her friendly curiosity was as inoffensive as the tail of a clamorous pup.

“Well, in a way; only someone else came along,” she admitted reluctantly.

The maid straightened her tall, gaunt body and rested her work-reddened hands on almost non-existent hips.

“Say, now, that’s a real shame,” she said, warmly sympathetic, eyeing Geraldine from the top of her burnished brown hair to the tips of her sturdy brown brogues. “But you ain’t got no cause to worry. I always say they’s just as good fish in the sea as ever been caught, and you’re the right kind o’ bait. Betcha ten minutes after you throw your ring in the river, some feller’ll come along.”

Geraldine repeated, puzzled, “Throw my ring in the river?”

The maid chuckled.

“You ain’t up on the customs of the country, are you?” she asked cheerfully. “Sure, the minute you walk down the courthouse steps with the papers in your hand you’re supposed to walk out on the bridge over the Truckee, take off your wedding ring, and say ‘Here goes nothing’ and chuck it into the river.”

Geraldine looked down at the narrow band of platinum and diamonds that was guarded by the square-cut solitaire Tip had so proudly placed there.

“Oh, but I couldn’t do that!” she protested.

“You better. It’s bad luck if you don’t.”

She shouldered her armful of fresh linen and her cleaning implements, and with a cheerful “So long” went her way, leaving Geraldine a little breathless at the breeziness and frankness of her confession.

She looked down at the diamond and platinum band on her slim third finger, and with sudden decision she slipped them both off, and that afternoon she rode into town and mailed the package, registered, to Tip. He would not want to use them again, perhaps; but she could not bear to throw them away. The idea was absurd. And what if it did bring her bad luck, refusing to follow the custom! She had lost Phil, and beside that blow, any other bad luck would seem slight.

She had been at the dude ranch a week, when she came out of the dining room after breakfast and found a little heap of mail waiting for her. She skimmed through it hastily; a thick letter from Beth, several from friends back home, and one from Betsy Hammond that had been sent air mail.

She retired to her cabin to read them quietly and peacefully. When she had finished Beth’s determinedly cheerful letter, she picked up Betsy’s, looked at it curiously, and slit the envelope. Reading it, Geraldine felt as though she could see Betsy and hear her soft, eager voice.


Gerry, my lamb, get yourself settled in a nice quiet place and bend your ears back, honey, because I’ve got some news for you that’s going to set you back on your heels, but good! All set? Then here it is: Phil and little Sal did NOT get married, after all! There! Take a deep breath, sniff the smelling salts and relax while I unfold the tale!

After you left that afternoon, we were sitting around wondering how we could manage to get ourselves called back to town on urgent business; Mrs. Parker was still “prostrated,” bless her, and we were feeling about as unnecessary as a fifth wheel or a third arm, and wishing that we were anywhere but there — when a car turned in at the drive, and out of it stepped Phil and Sal. We braced ourselves, all set to stick a smile on our silly looking faces and yelp “Congratulations and we hope you’ll all be very happy,” when Sal, with a face like a thundercloud, stalked past us and into the house and the screen door banged behind her with a thud that could have been heard in the next county.

Phil just stood there for a minute, looking like a man hag-ridden — and of course, thinking he had married our Sal, we couldn’t be surprised at that — when, like the bright-eyed little goop I am, I said as warmly as I could under the circumstances, “Well, Phil, me lad, congratulations and stuff.” He looked at me as though somebody had kicked him, but good! and said grimly, “I don’t know what you mean.” And being me, I said blithely, “Oh, Sally telephoned that you were on your way to the county seat to be married.” He looked as if he’d been kicked again, only harder. “Oh, she did, did she?” was his brilliant rejoinder, which sort of held up proceedings for a bit.

Well, anyway, he finally said pretty sharply, “We did have some idea, but when we got to the county seat and found that all the offices and stores were closed, because it’s a half-holiday, and when we couldn’t find anybody to do the job — well, we sort of came to our senses and realized we’d been a bit hasty.”

And with that he stalked into the house, and there was another bang of the screen door audible at least a quarter of a mile away. I didn’t write you then. I wanted to go to the telephone and call you, only Ted made me shush, on account of he knows Sal pretty well, and reminded me that she was “a bit devious.” I can think of a better word to describe her, but if I did, it would have to be written on asbestos notepaper and I’m fresh out of same — and that if she’d made up her mind to marry Phil, which we all knew she had, Phil was practically a dead duck, and the only hope he had was of submitting graciously.

Well, came the dawn, to coin a phrase, and we all took off for town, almost as relieved to get away as Mrs. P. was to see us leave. Phil and Sally drove off together, poisonously polite to each other, and we made bets between ourselves that before they got back to town they’d be man and missus. But it seems we were wrong! They reached Marthasville, still unwed — and an hour ago, my lamb, came the electrifying news that Our Sal has eloped  — but not with Phil! Remember old Jerome Anderson, the tight-fisted banker who is said to have a mortgage on nine-tenths of the real estate in a radius of fifty miles? Well, that’s the unlucky man! poor devil! Anyway, Phil is still free and unattached! And let me be the first to tell you the news. Come on, pal, get home fast and take up your option!



Geraldine sat for a long, long time, staring with wide eyes at the letter. Phil was not married to Sally, after all! Phil was still free. Maybe even — Phil might still care for her! It was a thought, it was a warm and lovely thought that brought the color to her cheeks and a new light to her eyes.

				• • •

				The days passed somehow. She spent long hours in the saddle, riding the mountain trails, usually with a party, sometimes only with one of the dude wrangler guides — she had learned to call them that, and not cowboys — occasionally over familiar trails alone; at night she read, or sat around the camp fire listening to the pseudo-Gene Autry singing pseudo-cowboy ballads, in which the guests would join lustily on the chorus. And each night before she went to bed, she checked off another day on her calendar.

Until a morning came when six weeks had been checked off. This was the morning she was to appear at the courthouse and ask for her freedom. She had finished her packing last night. The trim beige suit, with brown hat and gloves and alligator slippers was waiting; she dressed with hands that shook a little, and when she went into the dining room, the other guests greeted her with cheerful applause, reading the message conveyed by her traveling clothes.

One of the dude wranglers drove her in to her attorney’s office, where the attorney and his secretary were waiting. The whole thing went through with a speed that dazed her; she came down the steps in the bright sunshine, a little later, saying bewilderedly, “Is that really all there is to it?”

The lawyer smiled formally, his mind already occupied with the next case on his calendar.

“That’s all, Mrs. Parker,” he assured her, shaking hands with her. “Practically painless, wasn’t it?”

“Quite,” said Geraldine and managed a smile for him.

He and his secretary went back towards the office, where already other matters were claiming his attention. A middle-aged woman, passing, eyed Geraldine with envy and said pleasantly, “The Truckee is just down this way, my dear. Be sure you throw your ring as far as you can.”

“Oh, but I’m not going to,” Geraldine protested.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said the woman and went her way.

She walked a few steps, before she jerked to a halt as a car slid to the curb and a voice that would be remembered as long as she lived, called her name.

She stood rooted to the spot, staring with incredulous eyes at the man who came swiftly towards her, his car illegally double-parked, his hat in his hand, his eyes shining with delight.

“Phil!” she felt as though she shouted it, but in reality it was only a small, shaken whisper that barely reached his ears. “Phil —  Oh, how did you happen to come now?”

“I have a calendar,” he told her simply. “I’ve checked the days off. I left Marthasville in my car two weeks ago; I’ve dawdled along the way — picked out some marvelous spots for a honeymoon, and I’ve got a month’s leave of absence from the mills. I … didn’t have the courage at first to ask your address.”

Her hands, small and cold and shaking, were in his now, and she sensed the tremor that sped over him as he held her so.

“My darling,” he said at last, his voice very low, shaken.

And all she could say was “Phil — oh, Phil!”

But it seemed quite enough, as he turned and helped her into the car and slid behind the wheel.

“Where to?” he asked, smiling a little, his eyes adoring her.

“Anywhere — so long as it’s together,” she told him radiantly.
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Chapter One

Betsy Drummond sat in the darkest corner of the old carriage house. Outside, a spring morning spread a mantle of beauty over the countryside. Meadows were green and soft with new grass; along the river, yellow-green willows bent over their graceful reflections.

And yet — in the old carriage house, Betsy Drummond shrank back, a black bandage over her eyes.

“This is what it’s like to be blind,” she told herself. “This is what Pete knows. Never to see again! Oh, Pete, darling, I can’t stand it! Not for you, Pete.”

Peter had loved beauty; he had loved to walk through the woods and fields in the spring. He had seen beauty even in bare fields, and had pointed out to Betsy the myriad color tones of the newly turned earth. And now — Peter was blind, hopelessly blind!

Betsy had fought against that knowledge since the morning, such a short while ago, that Peter’s mother had stood before her, gray-faced and white-lipped, and told her the truth.

“We’ve got to help him, Betsy,” Mrs. Marshall had said. “He doesn’t want us to come to the hospital. He wants to come home alone. All we can do is wait till he’s ready to come back to us.”

Betsy shivered. She couldn’t tell Mrs. Marshall that Peter would not be coming home to her — Betsy. Peter wasn’t in love with her, never had been. They’d been pals, and had wrangled amicably. Betsy had tagged his footsteps until sometimes he had chased her home, as he would an annoying puppy.

Ever since she could remember, Betsy had loved Peter Marshall. But he had just grinned at her, called her “Carrot-top,” pulled her pigtails, and teased her. Six years makes a terrific difference in ages when you’re growing up. But Peter was twenty-four now, and Betsy was almost nineteen.

She had written to him faithfully through the long three years he’d been in Vietnam. She had written him daily, but she only mailed one letter a week. The others were put away in a small locked jewel box in the bottom of her bureau, where no one would ever see them. In these letters, she had poured out her young heart, revealing all its small inner secrets. In the letter she had let herself mail each week, she had been the happy-go-lucky youngster he remembered. From the brief, scrawled answers he had sent her, she knew he still thought of her as the leggy, carrot-topped youngster she’d been when he went away.

Peter would never see her now, as she had grown up. Her hair was a rich mahogany-red, the coltish young figure had filled out; the golden-brown eyes were steady and honest, and the small line of freckles that marched across her impertinent little nose were almost hidden by the warm sun-tan that gave her such a healthy, wholesome look.

And soon now he was coming home — blind! She bowed her bandaged head on her knees and wept… .

She was so absorbed in her misery that she did not hear the protesting squeak with which the doors of the carriage house swung open. The warm flood of April sunlight could not penetrate the thick bandage over her eyes. It was not until a voice spoke that she started up so swiftly that her head struck a low beam. Her hands shook as she tore off the bandage.

A woman stood in the doorway, outlined by the sunlight. For a moment, Betsy’s eyes were so blinded that she saw the figure only as a blur.

“Oh — hello,” said the woman, obviously startled. “Did I frighten you? I’m sorry. I had no idea anyone was here. The place looks as if nobody has been here in a hundred years or so.”

“I — that is — it’s the old Cunningham place,” Betsy stammered. “It’s been closed for years. I live next door.”

Now that her eyes were focused against sunlight, she could see that the woman was attractive. Thick, shining dark hair was tucked into a roll that framed her face. She had large brown eyes, a warm-lipped mouth, and a straight, beautiful nose that made Betsy all the more conscious of the impertinent tilt of her own.

The woman, who was bareheaded, was wearing a smart suit of summer tweed, its jacket flung across her shoulders. The bright yellow sweater, which she wore in lieu of a blouse, seemed to accentuate her dark beauty.

“I’m Marcia Eldon,” she said, and there was still a look of curiosity in her eyes as she took in the small, dejected figure in crumpled blue flannel shorts and white shirt. “I’ve rented the place for a year. I’m going to live here — that is, I suppose it will really be existing, not living.” Her lips curled in a grimace of distaste.

Betsy’s eyes widened. “You’re going to live here — in Centerville?” She repeated.

Marcia Eldon nodded; then her eyes swept the carriage house disparagingly. “I admit I haven’t the faintest idea what you are doing here,” she said, “but please feel free to use the place. I’m sure there’s plenty of room for my car — and you, as well.” She waited for Betsy to explain.

Betsy hesitated, and her face flushed. “Oh,” she muttered unhappily, “I just came in here to — to think something out.”

Marcia laughed and looked about the place, which was thick with dust, hung with cobwebs, and unmistakably a happy-hunting-ground for rats.

“It must have been something that required a lot of concentration,” she drawled. “Or aren’t you afraid of spiders and mice?”

“Of course not.” Betsy turned toward the loose plank at the back, through which she always slipped. “I’ll be seeing you around, I suppose,” she said hurriedly, and pushed back the plank.

“You ridiculous child! Why not go out through the door?” exclaimed Marcia, annoyed.

But Betsy had already slipped through the opening, and was flying across what had once been a vegetable garden, toward the tall hedge.

In her room, Betsy got out of the dusty shorts and the shirt, and her scuffed saddle shoes. She took a shower and dressed in a crisp cotton frock, tied her curls back with a ribbon, and ran down the front steps and out into the street. She was thankful to have escaped her mother, because she felt that she couldn’t bear to talk to her. Mother was so gentle and understanding, but — to Betsy — even the kindest word was like a finger pressing upon an unbearable painful spot.

She chose back lanes and side streets as she hurried across town. Presently she came to a quiet little street that ended on a bluff above the river. Here a small, sturdy cottage sat in a thick grove of pines. Behind it were neat chicken runs, a few fruit trees and a small vegetable garden.

Betsy went up the walk and around the house to where rustic chairs were grouped beneath a giant water oak. Beyond it, a small garden flaunted all the heavily fragrant flowers one could imagine — gardenias, roses, spice-pinks… .

An old man sat in one of the rustic chairs. His white head lifted alertly as Betsy came across the lawn, walking as quietly as she could. Before she reached him, he laughed and said;

“Betsy, my dear, how nice to see you!”

Betsy smiled uncertainly.

“I never get over being surprised that you know who it is, before I so much as open my mouth,” she told him, dropping down in a chair beside him.

The old man’s sightless eyes were turned toward her and his smile was friendly and fond.

“That’s because when one loses the sense of sight, my dear, the other senses are intensified. There are no two people on earth whose footsteps are exactly alike; just as no two voices are identical. You’ve been crying, Betsy,” he added quietly.

There was a hint of reproach in his voice and Betsy’s face crumpled, although she tried hard not to weep.

“I’m sorry, Professor. I — I’ve tried — like the dickens.”

He nodded. “I know you have, my dear. It’s very hard. But when Peter comes, you want to be brave and strong, to help him. If he sees you crying — ”

“I won’t let him see me — ” She broke off and set her teeth tight in her lower lip. It wouldn’t be hard to keep Peter from seeing, she reflected, unhappily. He would never see again!

Professor Hartley said, “Don’t you want to see Tamar’s son? He’s developing beautifully.”

“Oh, yes!” Betsy agreed, and some of her pain and misery vanished.

The old man whistled and two dogs came leaping towards him. One was a full-grown German shepherd; the other, a half-grown pup. The grown dog paused at the professor’s knee and his hand reached out and caressed her. The puppy frolicked a moment, but at a word from the man, he came obediently and the thin old hands fitted a harness to his shoulders.

“Try him out, Betsy,” suggested the professor.

She bound a handkerchief over her eyes, put her hand on the curved wooden harness above the dog’s shoulders and he walked her patiently about the garden, skilfully avoiding trees, bushes, any obstacle in their path. Even when she exerted pressure on the harness, the dog could not be forced to walk into any obstruction.

She whipped off the handkerchief, knelt and put her arms about the young dog, fondling him. There were tears in her eyes and in her voice as she talked to him.

“He’s a darling, Professor,” she said. “You’ve been swell to give him to me and to help me train him for Pete.”

“I can only hope he will give Peter the comfort and companionship his mother has given me. Come here, Betsy.”

She released the dog, took off the harness, and went to sit beside the old man.

“You’re growing up, Betsy,” he said gently. “Sorrow makes one adult far more than years. You’re facing up, and I’m proud of you.”

Betsy set her teeth hard. “I’m not the one that needs to be brave,” she said unsteadily. “It’s Pete — ”

“And don’t you think he will be?”

“Oh — of course.”

“Betsy, you must realize one thing.” The professor’s voice was quiet, but there was a ring of conviction in it “There are compensations, even for blindness. Perhaps you never see beauty again — but you can never forget it. A well-loved face grows more beautiful in your memory; it never grows old. Spring never dies; the flowers never fade; the sky is always blue, and the sun bright gold. The things you have once seen are in your memory for always, and they grow more precious with the years. Even if your eyes no longer see, your heart never forgets.”

He paused for a moment, as if recalling pictures out of the past. Then he went on:

“Losing your sight gives you a keener appreciation of the senses left to you. Music seems even more beautiful; voices you’ve loved are clearer; the fragrance of a rose is a keener delight than it ever was when you could both see and smell it. Life, my dear, even without sight, is a glorious adventure. Try always to remember that — won’t you?”

“I’ll try.”

Professor Hartley nodded. “I am deeply grateful that I did not lose my sight until I was well on in years. I have the memory of the things of beauty to store in my mind. Peter has many years of usefulness and happiness ahead.”

“Happiness!” Betsy’s voice scorned the word.

“Yes — happiness,” the old man repeated. “Never forget that, Betsy. It will be hard for Peter, at first; he’s young, unreconciled, bitter. It’s only natural that he should be. He’s going to need cheerful companionship, friendliness — but don’t try to give him more than he is ready to take. Don’t try to make him lean on you. Help him to be self-reliant, to live a normal life.”

“I’ll try,” she repeated.

The old man smiled and patted her hand. “That’s all anybody can do, Betsy,” he told her.


Chapter Two

Centerville was a town of about five thousand; peaceful, pleasant, moving slowly in its placid days and nights. The center of a rich farming country, it boasted a small but prosperous textile mill and a few minor industries.

There was the usual Main Street, with four “business blocks” facing one another across a small green square where the inevitable war memorial stood guard.

George Drummond, Betsy’s father, had inherited his father’s law practice and offices, and the big white house on a pleasant street within walking distance of the business center.

Edith was in her early forties. She was brown-haired, brown-eyed, always neatly and becomingly dressed, and was what the town called admiringly “a good manager.” George was three years older, his hair reddish, his eyes blue and friendly. Both were enormously popular in the little town and always spoken of as representative citizens.

George always walked home to lunch, and today, as he came near the gate set in the picket fence, he saw Betsy coming from the opposite direction. He stopped to wait for her, a warm glow about his heart, as there always was at the sight of her. For days he had known of her mental agony and grief — a grief which the whole town sincerely shared in the knowledge that one of its most popular young men had come out of the war hopelessly blind.

Betsy saw her father at the gate and flung up her hand in salute. But the unhappy look was still in her eyes. He dropped his arm about her shoulders and they went side by side up the walk, bordered on either side by tall tulips and hyacinths and bright yellow daffodils dancing in the soft spring wind.

“My, but you’re a busy little gad-about,” George teased. “Just getting home to lunch — and here your old man’s put in a hard day already!”

“I went out to see Professor Hartley,” Betsy told him. “He’s training a pup for me.”

“Training a pup? For what, if I may ask?”

Betsy’s teeth touched her lower lip, but she made herself answer him steadily.

“You know he has one of the Seeing Eye dogs from that place in New Jersey — well, there’s a pup that he’s training for me, to give Pete when he comes home.” She blurted it all out in a single sentence, as though she dared not stop lest she be unable to go on.

“Oh, I see. Well, that’s a pretty fine thing for Hartley to do — and you, too. Crazy as you are about pups, Pete ought to appreciate your giving him one instead of keeping it yourself.”

“I don’t need this one, and Pete does,” she said, running ahead up the steps and into the house.

When George came into the dining room, she was already at the table, and Edith was talking with her. Betsy told of her encounter with Marcia.

“So, the old Cunningham place has been sold!” mused George, puzzled. “Funny I didn’t hear anything about it Usually a real estate sale creates quite a bit of excitement in town.”

“I don’t think she’s bought the place, Pops,” said Betsy. “She told me she had rented if for a year — and she was going to live here. Then she looked funny and said, ‘If you can call it living’!”

Betsy ate hurriedly and went up to her room. Her father sat silent beside Edith whose mouth trembled a little as she spoke.

“Oh, George, what are we going to do about her?” she asked.

“I don’t know, darling. I just don’t know. It’s the shock of young Marshall being blinded, of course.”

Edith nodded. “She has a very bad attack of hero worship. You know how she trailed him before he went away. She wrote to him almost every day, and — well, she’s grown up a bit — ”

George resented that. “Grown up? She’s only a baby! Why, she’s only eighteen!”

“She’ll be nineteen in six more months, darling.” Edith’s smile was warm, even if it did nothing to remove the anxiety from her eyes. “Girls today grow up terribly fast.”

For a little while they were silent and, when they rose from the table, George put his arm about Edith’s shoulders as she walked to the door with him.

When he had gone, she sighed and turned toward the stairs. She was not consciously walking softly. It was just that the stairs were carpeted and she wore thin-soled slippers. It did not occur to her to knock at Betsy’s closed door. She simply turned the knob and pushed it open. She paused on the threshold, appalled at what she saw.

Betsy, a thick black bandage tied tightly about her eyes, was feeling her way cautiously about the room. She was so absorbed in what she was doing that she was not aware that the door had opened until she heard her mother’s exclamation of surprise.

Betsy whirled and tugged at the bandage, but she had knotted it so tightly that it would not come off easily. When it did, she faced her mother, flushed and angry.

“I didn’t hear you knock, Mother.”

Edith ignored that. “What is all this, Betsy?” she demanded. “Some idiotic game?”

“I don’t suppose I could possibly hope to keep a secret in a family where I am treated like an infant in arms,” Betsy burst out. “I can’t see that it’s anybody’s business if I try to — to understand something about what it means to be blind.”

Edith felt a little chill, and before she could stop herself she was saying sharply, “Betsy, this is utterly morbid! I won’t have it, do you hear? It’s a terrible thing that has happened to Peter Marshall, but it has happened to a great many fine young men all over the country. We simply have to face it and make the best of it.”

“We have to make the best of it?” There was something very near contempt in Betsy’s voice.

“I don’t understand you any more,” Edith confessed, helplessly. “You were never engaged to Peter. Why, you were just a youngster when he went away.”

“I’ve been in love with him since I was twelve years old,” Betsy stated flatly, giving her mother a look that was almost hostile. “And I’ll be in love with him until the day I die!” The young voice shook with such a passionate intensity that Edith was taken aback.

“Has he ever asked you to marry him?” she probed.

“Oh, no. He doesn’t even know I’m in love with him. And I’m pretty sure he’s not in love with me. But that’s not important.”

No amount of argument or cajoling could swerve her from that stand. When at last Edith had to admit defeat, she felt as though she had suffered a physical beating. She was sore and bruised and a little frightened.

Always, to Edith, her garden was a refuge when things got unpleasant. An hour of weeding, of transplanting, of planning, or spraying — anything that she could do in her garden — gave her comfort.

She went down the steps to the garden at last. But it was a long time before the warmth of the spring sun, the moist dark earth that crumbled between her fingers, and the tiny slips she was transplanting, could lay any sort of soothing peace over her troubled spirit.


Chapter Three

Edith called on Marcia Eldon a few days later. To her surprise, when she suggested that Betsy might like to go with her, Betsy agreed, as listlessly as she agreed to anything these days, seeming to find it an effort to keep her thoughts on anything save Peter Marshall.

Marcia ushered them into the dark old-fashioned living room. A more depressing room, Edith told herself, thinking fondly of her own flowered chintz draperies and light-colored furniture, she had seldom seen. She shuddered a little.

“I don’t blame you. It is a chamber of honors, isn’t it?” said Marcia Eldon.

Edith said, “You’ve met Betsy, my daughter?”

“Oh, Betsy and I have met, haven’t we? Do sit down — if you can stand this ghastly place,” said Marcia, and dropped into a chair.

She wore yellow flannel slacks, superbly tailored, and a jade-green shirt. Her feet stockingless, were encased in high-heeled, gaily striped, sandals. Her shining black hair was loose about her shoulders, parted low at the side and swept back.

She drew a cigarette case out of her shirt pocket, offered it to Edith who declined and to Betsy who shook her head.

Marcia’s eyebrows went up. “You don’t smoke?”

“Silly, I know,” admitted Edith, abashed. “But I just don’t care for the taste. Betsy tried it and didn’t like it, and — well, I know it makes us sound like something out of a mid-Victorian opus — ”

Marcia lit a cigarette. “Well,” she said, “what shall we talk about?”

Edith flushed. “I merely came to tell you that I’m very glad the old house is being opened, and that I hope you’ll be very happy in Centerville.”

“Thanks, but I don’t expect to be,” Marcia announced coolly. “I expect nothing but to be bored to fits of screaming mi-mi’s. But I’m sentenced to a year here, so — ” She lifted her shoulders in a little shrug.

Edith stiffened at this affront to her civic pride, which held firmly to the theory that Centerville was the best of all places to live.

“I’m sorry you feel that a year in Centerville is equal to a prison sentence, Mrs. Eldon,” she said. “I’m surprised you would come here, feeling that way.”

Marcia’s smile was lazy, but not unfriendly.

“I had no choice in the matter. I had to find a quiet place where I could live inexpensively. When Lucy Cunningham offered me this old barn, rent free for a year, what else could I do?”

Edith hid a natural and lively curiosity.

“How is Lucy, by the way? I haven’t seen her in years,” she said. “I was always fond of Lucy.”

Marcia’s smile was one of secret amusement.

“Then it’s obvious you haven’t seen Lucy recently,” she drawled. “She’s making a perfect fool of herself, throwing money away with both hands, sponsoring a lot of cheap little ‘hangers-on’ who profess artistic ambitions but are simply allergic to honest work.”

Edith’s eyes flashed, but before she could speak Marcia lifted a long, maroon-nailed hand and said, “Sorry. That sounds pretty low of me, when I am one of Lucy’s ‘hangers-on’ and quite glad of a chance to sponge off her, doesn’t it? But then, I really am an artist I can pay back all that Lucy has given me, which is a lot more than any of the others will ever be able to do.”

“Oh,” said Edith politely. “You paint?”

“I’m a singer,” returned Marcia. “And a very good one with a great deal of promise. I’m heading for opera — for a little while, anyway, until I can establish a name that will make it possible for me to demand good fees for concerts. I was fool enough to play too hard, and work too hard, and I ran into a bout with pneumonia that left my throat in bad shape. I have to take a year off. If I’m a good girl, eat my spinach, cut out late hours, liquor and fun, get ten hours sleep every night, my voice will be as good as new within a year — or else I’m going to murder my doctor for accepting money under false pretenses.”

“I see,” said Edith, merely to be polite, because she didn’t see at all. There were depths to this girl she had not suspected; depths she wasn’t at all sure she liked. Marcia Eldon seemed hard, callous, completely self-centered.

Marcia roused herself a little and remembered to be a hostess.

“Shall we have tea? Or would you prefer cocktails?” she suggested.

“Neither, thank you. I’m afraid we must be going.” Edith stood up. “Betsy and I just dropped in to welcome you to Centerville.”

“Thanks,” said Marcia. She glanced at Betsy and grinned as though they shared a secret that was a bit off-color, and walked with them to the door. As they went down the walk, Edith burst out impulsively:

“I don’t think I like Mrs. Eldon.”

Betsy laughed. “You know something? I don’t think she gives a darn whether we like her or not.”

“I can’t think why Lucy gave her the house.”

“Who is this Lucy-person?” asked Betsy. “All I ever knew was that this was the Cunningham place and none of the Cunninghams had lived here in years.”

“Lucy is the daughter of the man who built the textile mills here. The family lived here for several generations,” Edith explained. “Practically all of Centerville is built on what was once the old Cunningham plantation. There were thousands of acres of it — it dated back to a King’s Grant given to one of the Oglethorpe settlers back in the 1700’s.”

Betsy nodded, pretending an interest she did not feel.

“Gone-with-the-Wind stuff, huh?” she suggested idly. “Living in a dump like that would sour Pollyanna’s disposition. No wonder the Eldon lady is going sour.”

“The Cunningham fortune was quite ample,” Edith went on to explain, “and the old man invested it shrewdly. Finally, there was only Lucy to inherit it, when her brother was killed on a hunting trip. Lucy, poor dear, was a homely creature and she had a bad persecution complex. She thought the town made fun of her behind her back; she could never be friendly or at ease with any of the young men who would have been glad to marry her if only for her money. So when she came of age and the estate passed into her hands, she shook the dust of Centerville from her feet and went to New York, London, Paris and Antibes!”

“Good for Lucy,” said Betsy. She thrust her hand through her mother’s arm and said, ending the subject, “And now, let’s have a soda, maybe do some shopping, and walk the old man home.”

As she steered her mother toward the town’s favorite drugstore, which was always crowded at this time of the day, Edith protested futilely, “Don’t call your father ‘the old man’! It’s not respectful.”

Betsy grinned. “He loves it,” she said, and Edith knew it was true. Before she could manage an answer, Molly Prior hailed her from a table near the front of the drugstore.

“Hello, Edith. The small fry’s clamoring for your child, so come over and be your age. We’re just dishing up a fresh patch of dirt,” called Molly.

Betsy went on to a booth at the back of the room, while another chair was crowded into Molly Prior’s table.

Edith’s eyes followed Betsy, as she joined the “gang.” There were almost a dozen boys and girls Betsy’s age — the “high school set,” they called themselves. Edith’s heart eased a little as she saw the welcome they gave Betsy; the way the boys fell over themselves to make room for her.

“You’re not listening, Edith! We are tearing the Eldon creature to bits,” said Molly.

Edith looked around at her friends. “Mrs. Eldon, at the Cunningham place?” she queried. “How could you possibly know enough about her to talk about her? I’ve just come from there. Betsy and I called on her,” Edith explained.

“What’s she like?” demanded Anne Hutchens, a pretty, plump blonde whose maternity gown proclaimed her, as she proudly boasted, “a lady-in-waiting.”

“Why, she’s beautiful and very sophisticated looking — ” Edith hesitated.

Molly interrupted, shaking her dark head so that the absurd earrings she wore shook against her cheek.

“I don’t like her, either,” she said. “She’s definitely a menace and I, for one, intend to keep my husband under lock and key while she’s in town.”

The others laughed, knowing Tom Prior’s devotion to his wife and her frank adoration of him.
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