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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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It will be apparent (I hope) that I could not have attempted the background of this story unless I had had some acquaintance with the inside workings of a military hospital; and it must surely be equally obvious that, under the circumstances, I would do all in my power to avoid portraying any one particular hospital. All such institutions, however, must have operating theatres and wards and corridors, and be staffed by Royal Army Medical Corps officers, by Sisters and by Voluntary Aid Detachments, just as all characters must have a nose and two eyes and a mouth, with a very limited choice of colouring for their hair and complexion. I do implore my readers, therefore, not to be more clever than their author, and see portraits where, quite honestly, none are intended.

C.B.
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INTRODUCTION
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Green for Danger—and there’s danger all around. Hitler has launched the blitzkrieg designed to bring England to its knees—and under his heel. Death falls from the skies at all hours of the day and night, while, from Germany, Lord Haw-Haw and his ilk fill the radio airwaves with propaganda of doom and despair. One by one, the countries of Europe have fallen before the Nazi onslaught, and England stands alone, grimly enduring, fighting back with every weapon she can muster.

In an America now involved in the conflict but safely beyond the reach of even the longest-range bombers, never bombed and never likely to be, we listened to the voices of our own radio pundits. We heard Edward R. Murrow reporting from England: “London can take it.” We listened to Gabriel Heatter dismally proclaiming: “Aaah, there’s ba-a-ad news tonight!”

Churchill could offer nothing but “… blood, toil, tears and sweat,” could promise only that “… we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.”

On one hand, the blitz; on the other, the ever-present threat of imminent invasion. How were people really coping with wartime life on that “sceptered isle … [that] fortress built by Nature … against infection and the hand of war?”

Publishing schedules moved slowly, providing less immediacy than radio and cabled newspaper reports, but gradually books providing a picture of ordinary life under the blitz began to reach the waiting public. Foremost among them was Green for Danger, with its depiction of daily life in a military hospital in a heavily bombed area; forced to accept civilian casualties as well as military personnel, stretched to its limits (“there were twenty-three admissions last night”), and with no relief in sight.

This was life under fire, as experienced by millions of ordinary citizens, day after day, week after week, month after month. Amazingly, it quickly became accepted as the norm: “We didn’t think about it; it was just the way we lived.”

At the time, Christianna Brand wrote in her “Author’s Note” for the second edition: “Criticism has been made of the cool reaction of my characters towards the air-raids. I write only of what I know; and I know that during the whole of the blitz upon London which I spent in a heavily bombed area, largely among V.A.D.s, I, too, saw not a shadow of panic or failure or endurance-at-an-end.…”

Today, she says: “I think people should know how it all was. I think the young should. But I remember my own indifference to memories of the First World War and I understand that they don’t—don’t understand that one said, ‘Meet me at the theatre, and if that’s not there I’ll go on to the restaurant, if that’s still standing …’ and it was all just a part of life.”

This, then, was the life-style of the 1940s, a dangerous world in every way, into which we step through the pages of Green for Danger.

With hindsight and today’s knowledge, we are prepared for the casual gallantry and stiff upper lip: “Sorry to break up this happy party, but as you may have noticed, there’s an air-raid on!” But what could prepare us for the hospital humorist who “sat up in bed and every time a bomb fell tapped himself on the back of the head and made his false teeth shoot out?”

World War II is emerging as a fiction genre of its own these days, but the authentic voice of the time cannot be duplicated and that is what we have in Green for Danger.

Christianna Brand, after many early struggles with poverty, was a happy bride of a year when war broke out and her husband, a qualifted surgeon, immediately went into the army with the rank of major. She accompanied him on his posting until he was sent overseas.

She says: “He was posted to a military hospital in Woolwich and I took rooms in a little house as close to the hospital walls as possible—of course he had to live in. Woolwich is on the Thames, and harbours the biggest arsenal in the country; when the blitz came, every bomber unloaded a few on us for luck as they went in over London, and anything they had left over, on the way out—they followed the Thames, as the light on the water was impossible to disguise. For five months, we were bombed almost every night. They would drop flares to light up the ground below and then bomb what they saw; what they saw was all too often the hospital; and they had a horrid habit of chaining two bombs together which did make a biggish bang: you saw the flares coming, floating down and then this pretty unearthly scream of the bombs falling and whacko!…

“I got permission to share the V.A.D.’s air-raid shelter—the V.A.D.s, if you don’t know, were the young women who came in from every walk of life, got a little bit of training and worked as nurses.… The shelter was tube-shaped, underground, and we slept on straw palliases on wooden bunks. At least the others slept, worn out with their days’ hard work, but I was always a damned insomniac anyway, and heard the approach of every bomb. You got so used to it—your stomach used to turn over, but I don’t think we ever gave our minds to what might happen, would happen, if we got a direct hit.…

“You might remember that all this time we were living on, I think, two ounces of meat a week, two eggs, a small ration* of bread, an ounce or two of butter and of tea and sugar. Anything else you could get, you could have—if you stood in a queue for it. I once walked down Fleet Street holding a lemon which someone had sent from North Africa, and the buses would draw up and the driver call out, ‘What did you do to get that, mate?’”

Meanwhile, her first novel, Death in High Heels, was going the dreary rounds of publishers, accumulating fifteen rejections before it was accepted and published and “landed up without a comma changed, as quite a little best seller.” Heads You Lose followed and was bought for serialization by The Saturday Evening Post.

She was informed by authorities that the most valuable war work she could do was to continue with her writing, which was bringing desperately needed foreign currency into the country. (Wars are not cheap.) So, hunched over her typewriter, her tin helmet at the ready, she began what was to be one of the most memorable books of that era, Green for Danger.

“We all led what had become to us perfectly ordinary lives. I wrote Green for Danger under these circumstances, battering away all day at my typewriter (earning good dollars … much needed in this country) and as soon as light was needed, drawing all the blackout curtains together; one gleam of light and the air raid wardens were at your door. When the air raid syrens [sic] began to howl, as they did every night as dark fell, put on my tin hat—forbidden day and night to go out without it—and collected my lucky chestnut.… Then up about a quarter of a mile to the hospital gates. Our ack-ack guns were shooting up at the bombers and down came a hail of what we used to, incorrectly, call shrapnel—great misshapen lumps of metal, red hot; one hit me once and tore the whole front of a thick woolly jersey away.… But that night, I’d be in my upstairs room, banging away at my typewriter again; and I do mean, thinking nothing of it—life going on. Syrens. Tin hat on. Up through the flak to the shelter again, rather upset because a sherry glass of mine had been broken.…

“Of course all the nonsense went on for three or four years afterwards, the doodle-bugs and the huge, silent, terrible rockets and the lot; but Green for Danger had been launched by then.”

And what a launch! Green for Danger was to become a major success, both for her and for the British film industry when Alastair Sim brought Inspector Cockrill to vivid life. Not quite the Inspector Cockrill the author had visualized, but “done so beautifully … a marvellous film …” that she was able to forgive the discrepancies. And, of course, the real Inspector Cockrill was still hers—and went on to fresh triumphs, appearing in many subsequent books and short stories.

But it is the Inspector Cockrill—“Cockie”—of Green for Danger that we remember best as he begins his thoroughgoing investigation, perhaps from slightly less than worthy motives. (“The sirens broke belatedly into their unearthly howl; a flare dropped slowly over the downs, out towards Torrington, splitting the early winter darkness with its gradually brightening gleam—and where there are flares, there are very soon going to be bombs. Inspector Cockrill was interested in bombshells and he did not like bombs; and there was a fifteen-mile drive home in the general direction of those flares. ‘I’ll stay,’ he said briefly.”)

For the war itself is the motivating force of this entire mystery. Were it not for the war, most of these characters would never have met. They would have continued living their peacetime lives, many miles apart—both geographically and socially—never to have met at all.

But the war came, people were conscripted, volunteered, went into active military and medical duty—and met other people and situations they would never have encountered in their normal peacetime lives. Still, life went on, disrupted though it might have been. Still, people found time for laughter, love … and murder.

Despite the mass murder raining down from the skies, the forces of law and order swung into action when an individual was murdered on the operating table; horrifyingly, by one of the people dedicated to saving and preserving life. How? The operation was a routine one, the patient in good health apart from the fractured femur due to be mended—but the patient died.

Until this, Business as Usual had been the order of the day, but the blitz was one thing, and deliberate murder in their midst was something else. That did what the bombs had not been able to do—disturbed them, upset them, frightened them. As Cockie pointed out, “‘You can take the blitz in your stride; but a couple of unexplained deaths, and you all get the jitters.’”

Not unreasonably, the reply was: “‘“Unexplained” is the operative word.… I’m much more petrified of the blitz on the nights that it doesn’t come; once it’s there, it’s there, but I don’t like the uneasy waiting for it to begin; and I don’t like waiting to be murdered—or to have my friends murdered.’”

For the second murder had rapidly followed the first: a nurse who had claimed to know the identity of the killer had been stabbed—with a scalpel. There had also been an unsuccessful attempt to kill another nurse by gassing her as she slept. Nerves were fraying, rumors abounded, and the main suspects found themselves not quite ostracized, but definitely set apart from the rest of the staff. (“‘I suppose it’s all right to let her give the injections? After all she is one of “them” …’” … “‘My dear, the inmates of our shelter have petitioned that when there are air-raids, I shall sleep somewhere else; they think I’m going to rise up in the night and set fire to their palliasses with oil from the paraffin lamps!’” … “‘The Mess was sitting around uneasily, jiggling their teaspoons in their saucers and jumping whenever we spoke to them, so we made ourselves scarce.’”)

Opening in truly classic style, Chapter One introduces us to two victims and a clutch of suspects—all such pleasant and charming people that it seems impossible to imagine any of them in such roles. And yet … buried deep in the life of each of them is a private tragedy, a secret each would rather not have revealed.

Some secrets, of course, were open. Everyone knew that a girl had recently died under the anæsthetic administered by Lieutenant Barnes during one of his last operations as a civilian. He had been attacked by the girl’s mother and had even been sent an anonymous letter about it. Sympathy had been on his side—until the fractured femur died under the anæsthetic he was administering.

Kindly Major Moon made no secret of the fact that he had lost a young son in a hit-and-run road accident and now found sad irony in the fact that the war had brought him an unexpected comfort. (“‘Well, well—I can find it in my heart now to be grateful, I suppose; now that the war’s come, I mean. He’d have been of age, you know; I’d have had to send him off, to see him go off to France or the East or somewhere.… I’d have had to wait and hunger for news of him; he might have been posted missing, perhaps, or killed, and without any news of what had really happened. It’s that telegram business.… I don’t think I could have borne that.… Who would have thought in all these years that I could ever have found it in my heart to say that I was glad that my boy had been killed?”’)

Everywhere they turned, the war and its effects were inescapable. If it hadn’t been for the war, all those tablets of morphia wouldn’t have been in such wide circulation. But, during the blitz, it seemed a simple and necessary precaution to medical people, who had no difficulty in acquiring such pills. (“‘Most of us keep a small dose handy in case of being buried in an air-raid.… If you were trapped and in pain, it would be comforting to have some, and might save another person risking their lives to give you a shot of something.’”)

With consummate skill, the author weaves her web of pain and deceit, deadly deeds and twisted motives, catching the reader at every turn. Once you’ve read it, go back and reread it and see how cleverly all your assumptions have been used against you, how smoothly and inevitably you have been fooled.

Today Christianna Brand lives with her surgeon husband in a beautiful Regency house in the Maida Vale section of London and is a proud grandmother. She has served on the Committee of the Crime Writers’ Association and was chairman from 1972 to 1973. Ever mindful of her early struggles, she is endlessly helpful to new authors. Friends who find themselves in hospital (or in jail) are the recipients of a constant flow of cards, verses, and little notes, thoughtfully spaced to keep boredom at bay and ensure that said friend is not lying alone and neglected when the mail is given out. At the monthly meetings of the Crime Writers’ Association, just follow the sounds of hilarity and you will find Christianna Brand holding court, the center of a lively and appreciative group of colleagues.

I told her once that I didn’t write fan letters—this is the exception that proves the rule.

—Marian Babson

* Actually, bread was not rationed until after the war.
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CHAPTER I
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Joseph Higgins, postman, pushed his battered red bicycle up the long ascent that leads to Heron’s Park, three miles out of Heronsford, in Kent. It had been a children’s sanatorium before the war, and now was being hurriedly scrambled into shape as a military hospital. Its buildings stood out big and grey and bleak among the naked winter trees and he cursed them heartily as he toiled up the hill, his bicycle tacking groggily from side to side on the country road. All this for a mere seven letters! Six miles out of his way for a handful of letters that would probably not even be looked at till the morning! He spread them out, fanwise, in one hand, his elbow resting heavily on the handle-bar, and examined them resentfully. The first was addressed to the Commanding Officer. One of the new medicos, guessed Higgins shrewdly, holding it up to the light. A nice linen envelope and a Harley Street postmark; and doctors’ handwriting was always illegible.…

Gervase Eden had also cursed as he sat in his consulting-room, confirming to the C.O. at Heron’s Park that he would report for duty, ‘forthwith’. The last of his lovely ladies had just tripped off down the steps in a flutter of cheques and eyelashes and invitations to dinner, and already feeling miraculously better for her heavenly little injection (of unadulterated H2O). He could not flatter himself that the pay of a surgeon in His Majesty’s Forces was going to keep him in anything like the luxury to which he was rapidly becoming accustomed; but there it was—one had put one’s name down during the Munich crisis, and already it was becoming a tiny bit uncomfortable to be out of uniform.… At least he would be free of the lovely ladies for a spell. For the thousandth time he looked at himself in the mirror, looked at his ugly face and greying hair, at his thin, angular body and restless hands—and wondered what on earth women saw in him, and wished they wouldn’t. He rang the bell for his pretty little secretary and asked her to post the letter. She immediately burst into tears at the thought of his going, and after all it was only common charity to spend a few minutes in comforting the poor little soul.

Higgins shuffled over Eden’s letter and turned to the next in the bunch. A huge, square envelope, covered with a huge, square handwriting; a woman’s handwriting, vigorous, generous, splashed across all the available space; one of the nurses, he supposed.…

Jane Woods had written two letters, one to an address to Austria, the other to Heron’s Park. She finished off three sketches of delicious, though impractical, syren suits and posted them to Mr. Cecil, of Christophe’s in Regent Street (who paid her three guineas apiece for them, and thereafter presented them as his own); and, consigning the rest of her work to the waste-paper-basket, she rang up the circle of delightful riff-raff who constituted her friends, and summoned them to a party. “Eat, drink and sleep together, my loves,” cried Miss Woods, “for to-morrow we join the V.A.D.s!” She stood, glass in hand, before the low mantelpiece of her elegant little, modern, one-roomed flat, a big, dark woman of about forty, with a plain, rather raddled face, an enormous bust, and astonishingly lovely legs. “Jane, darling, we told you not to go in for those fantastic lectures!” cried the riff-raff, who were all going in for fantastic lectures themselves; and, “Woody, darling, I simply can’t imagine you, sweetie, I mean bedpans and everything!” and, “Woody, darling, what on earth made you do it?” She treated them to a tender little sketch of herself in the character of Florence Nightingale, hanging over the truckle bed of some suffering V.C. (“Is that you again, Flo, with that bloody nightlight?”): and, when at last she was alone, sobbed off her eye-black on to her pillow, because her intolerable conscience had driven her to this tremendous sacrifice; the sacrifice of all the fun and gaiety and luxury of her successful career, in blind atonement for a sin not even of her own commission; a sin, just possibly, not even committed.

The next letter, also, was in a woman’s handwriting, a girlish hand, sloping downwards a little at the end of each line. “Sign of depression,” said Joseph Higgins to himself, for he had read about that only a day or two ago in the Sunday paper. “Another of the nurses, I expect, and doesn’t want to come, poor girl!” But here he was wrong, for Esther Sanson did, very badly, want to go to Heron’s Park.

She stood with the letter in her hand, looking down at her mother and laughing, for Mrs. Sanson was deep in the latest drama of the Heronsford Women’s Voluntary Service. “… but Mummy she couldn’t! I mean, not all that baby wool into sailors’ stockings for going under seaboots! I don’t believe a word of it, darling; you’re making it up!”

“On my word of honour, Esther, every spot of it, one pair pale pink and the other pale blue. I couldn’t believe my eyes when she showed them to me. ‘But Mrs. Huge,’ I said to her …”

“Not Mrs. Huge, Mummy—her name couldn’t be Mrs. Huge?”

“I promise you, darling, Mrs. Huge, or something exactly like it, anyway. ‘Mrs. Huge,’ I said to her …” She broke off suddenly and all the light and laughter went out of her blue eyes. “Who have you been writing to, Esther? Is it the letter to the hospital?”

“I’ve said I’ll go as ‘immobile’ V.A. D.,” said Esther quickly. “I’ve said I can’t leave Heronsford. I’ll only be working at the hospital during the daytime.”

“There could easily be an air-raid in the daytime, Esther. Supposing I were caught up here in a top floor flat, in an air-raid; absolutely helpless with my back so ersatz and rotten.…”

“Your back’s been much better lately, darling; I mean, look how you were able to go out to-day to the W.V.S. meeting.”

“Yes, but it’s aching dreadfully now, in consequence,” said Mrs. Sanson, and immediately, with the strange inner magic of the true hypochondriac, blue shadows were painted about her eyes, and her face was all etched into delicate lines of pain. “Really, Esther, I do think, dearest, that you’re sacrificing both of us, unnecessarily; after all, you’re needed, here at home.” She sat curled up like a kitten on the sofa, watching her daughter from under her long, soft, golden eyelashes; and tried on a little act that never had failed before. “Of course, my darling, if you really want to go …”

Esther stood very still at the window, staring with unseeing eyes at the lovely Kentish countryside rolled out below her, and for the first time in her life she did not respond. She was twenty-seven, tall and too thin, with the narrow feet and slender hands that are supposed to go with good breeding; not beautiful but with the pure oval face and lifeless, leaf-brown hair of a madonna, descended from her niche in the wall of some quiet old church, to walk, gentle and reserved, through the tumult of an unfamiliar world. Unused as she was to opposing her mother’s will, she knew that here was a matter in which she must make her own decision; and she said at last, slowly turning away from the window, standing with her back to the light: “It’s not that I want to go; but I think I should.”

“But, darling, why?”

“Because everybody’s doing something, Mummy, and I must do my share. Besides, at least it will give me some sort of training, some sort of—well, I don’t know—some sort of a life. If anything were to happen to you, darling, think how lost and helpless I should be. I wouldn’t have any money, I wouldn’t know anything, I wouldn’t know anyone. But with this behind me—and I’ve always wanted to nurse …”

“Oh, well, as to that,” said Mrs. Sanson, “you’ve got a terribly exalted idea of nursing, you know. I mean, it’s horrid really, darling, honestly it is; nothing but dirt and squalor and nasty smells.”

Since Esther had tenderly nursed her mother through several years of perfect health, there was not very much that she could learn from her on that subject. She merely smiled sadly and said that she would have to risk not liking the work. “I’m not going for pleasure, after all, am I? I shall probably scrub floors all day long and never even get as far as making a bed.” She came over suddenly and sat on the floor, leaning her head wearily against her mother’s knees. “Darling—be kind to me! Do understand. It isn’t that I like to go, but I think I ought to. It’s your sacrifice, too, Mummy dearest; we’ve both got to make it. You’re always the brave and gay and strong one; be brave for us both this time, and let me go.”

But her mother shrank away from her, curling herself up into a small, frightened ball in the corner of the sofa, covering her big, blue eyes with her little hands. “It’s the air-raids, Esther. The airraids! Supposing I were up here, all alone, helpless—and bombs began to fall! How should I manage? What could I do? Esther, don’t go, darling, and leave me here alone; tell them you won’t go, tell them you can’t go—tear the letter up!”

But Esther got to her feet and dragged herself downstairs and posted it.

Higgins knew the handwritings on the next two letters. One was the crabbed old fist of Mr. Moon who had been surgeon in Heronsford as long as one could remember; the other was that of the local anæsthetist, Barnes. “I wonder if that means they’re both coming ’ere?” thought Higgins, frowning down upon the two envelopes. “I’d’ve thought Barnes, at least, would’ve wanted to go somewhere else. Well, I suppose if they’re in the Army they has to go where they’re told.”

Dr. Barnes said much the same thing to Mr. Moon as, having posted their letters, they walked up the hill together to their several homes. “I’ve applied to go to Heron’s Park so that I can give my father a hand with the practice now and then; but we’re in the Army now, sir, whether we like it or not.”

“I think I do like it,” said Moon, trotting along beside him, but, thanks to conscientious early-morning runs, not puffing at all. He was a stooping, plump little man like a miniature Churchill but with all the pugnacity gone out of him; with soft pink cheeks and fluffy white hair, exceedingly thin on top. His blue eyes twinkled with kindness and he talked into his boots with little exclamations and chuckles, like a character out of Dickens, though with none of the foolish softness of Dickensian benevolence. “I think I do like it; I like it very much.”

“It’ll make a change,” said Barnes.

“I can do with a change you know, Barney,” said Moon, with a little twist of his kind old face. “That house of mine—now that I’ve got a chance to leave it, I wonder how I’ve endured it all these years. Fifteen years I’ve lived in that house, all by myself; and I don’t think there’s been a day that I haven’t lifted my head suddenly and listened, thinking that I heard my boy laughing … thinking I heard him come clattering down the stairs. Well, well—I can find it in my heart now to be grateful, I suppose; now that the war’s come, I mean. He’d have been of age, you know; I’d have had to send him off, to see him go off to France or the East or somewhere.… I’d have had to wait and hunger for news of him; he might have been posted missing, perhaps, or killed, and without any news of what had really happened. It’s that telegram business.… I don’t think I could have borne that. I don’t think his mother could have borne it, if she’d been alive. The gods act in their own mysterious ways, don’t they, Barney? Who would have thought in all these years that I could ever have found it in my heart to say that I was glad that my boy had been killed?”

Barnes was silent, not from any lack of sympathy, but because he was a man who could not easily put his feelings into words. He was in his late thirties, not very tall, not very good-looking, but radiant with the charm of absolute integrity; sensitive, modest, rather shy, honest to an almost painful degree. He, too, was glad to go into the Army. “That Evans girl,” he said; “the one who died under the anæsthetic last week—I’ve had an anonymous letter about her to-day. I think it’s a good thing I’m getting out of the practice for a bit; I shall be Brave Lieutenant Barnes, serving his King and Country, and by the time the war’s ended the whole thing will have blown over.”

“But, my dear boy, the death was no earthly fault of yours.”

“Well, we know that now,” said Barnes, shrugging his shoulders, “but I couldn’t account for it at the time. I got it into my head that I’d seen the tubes crossed during the operation—the oxygen and the nitrous oxide, you know; it must have been my imagination, but I was worrying about what could have gone wrong, and I kept getting a sort of vision of the two tubes crossing instead of being separate. I went into the theatre and asked them to check up; everything had been put away by then, of course, but nobody had noticed anything wrong … only the staff are mostly local people and my asking must have put ideas into their heads, and I suppose they talked. The mother came to me after the inquest and accused me of murdering the girl. It was—oh, it was horrible! Of course they decided that the findings at the inquest had been cooked, to protect me. She said they would get up a round robin or something or other, and hound me out of the town. They could too, you know; that kind of mud sticks in a one-horse place like Heronsford. It’s fortunate for me, really, that the war’s come when it has, if it had to come; my father can carry on the practice while I’m in the Army, and by the time it’s all over the affair will have fizzled out.”

“The panel patient is a strange animile,” said Moon, pacing along beside him thoughtfully. “When you think of all that you’ve done for this town, you and your father, Barnes.…”

“I wonder if T. Atkins is going to be so very much different,” said Barney pessimistically.

Two more letters; both from women. One very neat and correct, a pretty round hand, a pretty grey-blue notepaper, the stamp stuck neatly in the corner; the other on a cheap, white envelope, addressed to the Matron, the Sisters’ Mess—the handwriting sputtering across the paper, uncertain and ill at ease. V.A.D. Frederica Linley, and Sister Bates of Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service, reporting to Heron’s Park Military Hospital.…

Frederica’s father who for thirty years had been a legend in some outpost of Empire, had subsequently settled down in Dinard, where he could by no means be got to appreciate that the inhabitants had not only never heard of the legend, but had never even heard of the Outpost. The war put an end to this embarrassing state of affairs and, on a nightmare voyage to England, he met and affianced himself to a wealthy widow with a proper respect for the pioneers of the East. Frederica received the news with her habitual calm. “I think she’s too frightful, Daddy,” she said, “but it’s you that’s got to sleep with her, not me,” and she absented herself from the new home upon a series of lectures, and finally wrote off to Heron’s Park that she would be arriving for duty on such-and-such a day, as instructed. Since a blowsy trollop of fifty cannot be expected to care for competition from an exquisite, self-possessed little creature of twenty-two, the ex-widow was not sorry to see her go.

The reaction of Sister Bates to her transition from civilian to military nursing, was simple and forthright. She thought: “Perhaps I shall meet some nice officers!” and lest anyone be tempted to despise such single-minded devotion to the opposite sex, it may be pointed out that this innocent aspiration was shared in a greater or less degree, by twenty future members of the Sisters’ Mess, and at least fifty V.A.D.s.

Seven letters. Old Mr. Moon and young Dr. Barnes, and Gervase Eden, surgeon, of Harley Street; Sister Marion Bates; Jane Woods and Esther Sanson and Frederica Linley, V.A.D.s. Higgins shuffled the envelopes together impatiently, and wrapped them round with a piece of grubby tape and thrust them into his pocket, plodding on, wheeling his bicycle up the hill. He could not know that, just a year later, one of the writers would die, self-confessed a murderer.
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CHAPTER II
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1

Sister Bates stood before the shabby plush curtains of the hospital concert hall, singing ‘Trees’. Her pretty, foolish face was blank with fright, and her hands hung at her sides like lumps of raw, pinkish meat. Every nore interrupted. He was a corporal in the Company, and nobody knew whether his dress suit was or was not intentionally funny. He held up his hand for silence and announced gloomily: “The Commanding Officer.”

Every new Commanding Officer begins his reign by having something repainted. It starts him off with a reputation for efficiency. “… and, my dear, he hadn’t been two days in the place before the beds in St. Elmo’s had all been enamelled white!” Colonel Beaton had created quite a furore by having the word ‘Rubbish’ on the bins in the corridor, replaced by the word ‘Salvage’ in huge black and white letters, and at the moment his popularity was at its height. He reminded one of a bottle with the cork driven in too far. One longed to get hold of his head and pull it out sharply so as to give him a bit more neck. The bottle contained a certain amount of froth and very little else. He made a jolly little man-to-man speech.

“… sorry to break up this happy party, but as you may have noticed, there’s an air-raid on! These entertainments are allowed strictly on the understanding that if things get too hot, we must close down.” He explained earnestly: “If so many of the personnel were to be killed or injured at one time, it would make things very awkward,” and everybody thought this silly and unnecessary because it was perfectly obvious and they all knew it quite well. “Now, I’m afraid there’s been a bad show in Heronsford. The Air Raid Precaution centre has been hit, among other places, and there are a lot of casualties. The Cottage Hospital is filling up and we’re taking some of the people in here. I want everybody to go to their posts at once.” He added automatically: “Without panic,” though anything less like panic it would have been difficult to imagine; and continued with a little duck towards Sister Bates who still stood uncertainly at the side of the stage: “We’ve all enjoyed the ‘play’ very much indeed; now it’s time for work!” He scrambled down from the platform and hurried off out of the hall.

“I didn’t see no play,” confided the up-patients to each other, quite bewildered.

The hospital was built in the shape of a gigantic wheel, its spokes forming the different departments and, above and below ground level, the wards; its hub a great circular hall, not unlike Piccadilly Circus Tube Station both in shape and purpose, and general appearance of seething activity. The lift ran straight up through the hall, the staircase curling round it in a slow spiral. The main operating theatre was on the ground floor, easily available to all the surgical wards; the emergency theatre in the basement was used only during raids.

Marion Bates was theatre sister at Heron’s Park. She scurried down to see that the emergency night staff was prepared, and her mind was the strangest jumble of surgical instruments, ‘Song of Songs’ and Gervase Eden. She knew that her poor little effort at pleasing him had failed. “Thank God I didn’t do the dance,” she thought as she dived between the swing doors of the operating theatre. “He wouldn’t have liked it. He’d only have laughed.” The cold sweat broke out on her forehead at the thought of her madness in ever having supposed that it would impress him. If it had been Frederica Linley, now—but she knew that Frederica would never for a moment have considered so demeaning herself. Anyway, he was not with her this evening. Linley had gone back to her ward and Gervase was strolling across the circular hall with Woods. Woods was forty if she was a day, and she had a face like the back of a cab. “Forceps, retractors, scissors, knives,” muttered Sister Bates, checking over instruments in the hot, bright, green-and-silver security of her own domain; “forceps, retractors, scissors, knives. But Woods has marvellous legs!” Outside, the guns thundered and rolled, there was the scream of a bomb and the occasional noisy rattle of machine-gun fire; even down here, twenty feet below ground, the room shook with the crash of every gun. “I wonder what he’s saying to Woods,” thought Bates, automatically separating the jingling instruments. “I wonder if she’s still in the hall with him. I think I’ll just slip up and see …”

Frederica had gone back to her ward with Esther who happened to be on day duty there. “I’ll stay and give you a hand,” said Esther. “There are two empty beds and they’re sure to fill them up with casualties. It’s already as much as one person can manage in here, now that we’re so short of orderlies.”

The relieving V.A.D. was glad to see them. “The Orderly Officer hasn’t made his round yet, Linley. Sister says when he comes will you ask him for some morphia for the two hernias and the appendix that were done to-day, and to say can he give you something for the asthma in number seven. She’s gone down to St. Cat’s ward.”

“Oh, all right; thank you, Jones. I’ll tell him.”

“Blast these air-raids,” said Jones cheerfully, struggling into her ugly blue outdoor coat for her dash across the grounds to the safety of her shelter. “They keep the men awake.”

The ward was on the ground floor, opposite the main operating theatre; a long, high room, the tall windows now blacked out for the night; fifteen beds were ranged down each side, with an aisle down the centre, its narrow tables denuded of their bowls of flowers. The open lockers were tidily packed with the little miscellaneous possessions of the men; on the lower shelves their uniforms were folded into precise, square bundles and their overcoats and caps hung on hooks at the bed-heads. A corner of the ward, near the door, had been partitioned off into a small square ‘bunk’ for the sister, furnished with a desk and some chairs; here notes were kept, reports written up, discussions held with the medical officers, endless cups of tea consumed, and a good deal of more or less surreptitious entertainment carried on. A large pane of glass had been let into the side facing the ward, so that all that went on there could be seen from the bunk. It frequently escaped the attention of the occupants that, especially when the light was on in the bunk, everything that went on there could be seen from the ward.

The air-raid was becoming very heavy. The droning of aeroplanes overhead was incessant, and the building shook and shuddered with the thundering of the guns in the neighbouring fields, and now and again with the sickening thud of a bomb. The men moved uneasily in their beds and made foolish, defiant little jokes. “Cor that was a near one! Nearly scraped me ’air off, that one did! They’ve ’eard about the pudding we ’ad to-day, nurse, and they’re trying to kill the cook!” The hospital humorist sat up in bed and every time a bomb fell tapped himself on the back of the head and made his false teeth shoot out.

“You have no business to have all these lights on,” said Freddi severely, and went round clicking them off.

Night Sister appeared in the doorway. “Oh, Nurse Sanson—are you here?”

“I said I’d stay on and help Nurse Linley, Sister, if that’s all right?”

“Yes, of course. I expect she’ll be very thankful. I shan’t be able to help you much to-night, nurse; we’ve got four bad casualties in St. Catherine’s.… However, if you need anything you must send for me at once. They’ve just rung through from Reception and there’s a man coming in with fractured femur; get him into bed, will you? and just keep him quiet and warm; don’t do anything about the leg. Major Eden will be along in a few minutes to see him. Let me know if he wants me.” She hurried off again.

“What a flap!” said Frederica calmly, watching her go.

Two civilian stretcher-bearers appeared, carrying a grimy bundle on a canvas stretcher. “Is this right, Miss? The old gent in Reception asked us to bring him straight down here, as he hadn’t got any orderlies to send with him.”

“Yes, that’s right: this corner bed, please. Esther, will you deal with this, while I get the rest of the ward settled? I think that’ll be the best way to manage it.”

The stretcher-bearers helped to lift the man on to the bed. “Wouldn’t they take him in the resuscitation ward?” asked Esther, rather surprised at his condition.

“No, it seems they’re filling up there, and he wasn’t as badly shocked as some of the others. They’ve had two deaths there already. Never should have taken ’em in, really, but we thought there might be half a chance. The A.R.R Centre’s been hit, and a pub out at Godlistone, and various other places. They’re still digging one chap out. Rescue squad they was, waiting to go out on a job. Looks as if he’d needed a bit of rescuing himself!” said the stretcher-bearer cheerfully. He put out his hand and pushed the damp hair off the man’s forehead, with the rough, crude gentleness of all his kind. “Poor old boy!” he said, and picked up his stretcher and, whistling softly, went away.

Poor old boy. He lay pathetically still under the blankets, packed in with hot-water bottles, his hands lying loosely at his sides, his eyes closed, his face covered with dirt and dust and grime. His leg was bandaged to a long wooden splint. His boots had been torn off by the blast and his clothes were cut to ribbons, but she made no attempt to undress or wash him till the warmth and rest should have strengthened his pulse and brought back depth to the flickering respirations. She put her hand to his mouth, however, to feel the cold breath on her knuckles, and he must have been unconscious of the gesture, for he moved his head a little, laying his grimy cheek against her forearm with a gesture of trust and dependence, infinitely touching. Tears filled her eyes. “Don’t worry. Just lie still. It’s all over now. You’re safe now. You’re going to be all right.”

He opened his eyes and she turned away her head, for she knew all too well the expression she would see there. It was only six months since her mother had died. For two days and two nights she had waited in anguish while men toiled unceasingly at the mountain of rubble that had once been a tall block of flats; had torn with her own helpless hands at the beams and girders and concrete that, having proved so frail a shelter, now heaped themselves into so deep a tomb. At the end of the second day, a foreman had come to her and wearily wiping the filth and sweat from his face, had broken it to her that it was useless to go on; at any moment the building would collapse, burying his men with those already dead. The following day the systematic demolition of the building had begun, and after another day and night they had brought her mother out. As they carried her past, she had turned her head very slightly on the stretcher, and her eyes had met Esther’s; there had been no smallest gleam of recognition in their depths: only pain and bewilderment and terror and—could it be?—reproach! And so she had died, Mummy who had been so pretty and sweet, so gay and funny, whose little faults of selfishness and petulance had endeared her to a selfless heart, immeasurably more than nobler qualities might have done. Alone in the world, she had gone like an automaton through the heartbreaking details of identification and burial; had sought ease for her aching remorse in the hard, rough, satisfying toil in the wards at the hospital; it was through these first bewildering days when she walked through her work in a dream of hideous unreality and lay, sleepless and haunted through night after endless night, that Woods and Frederica had first come to be her friends; against Freddi’s passionless sanity no less than Woody’s fond, maternal clucking, she had dashed out the first agony of her mother’s death.… “But I was a fool to come back here,” she thought, standing with the old man’s cheek against her arm. “I was a fool ever to think that I could forget the way she looked, when I see it again and again in the faces of strangers.…” In her heart, she reverted unconsciously to the formula of her childhood prayers. “Poor old man. God help him and make him get well.”

Frederica came down the ward. “Esther, it’s nearly ten and I’ve just realised I haven’t had anything to eat. Could you possibly hold the fort for another ten minutes or so, while I rush out and get something? It’s all such a muddle to-night, and the orderly’s helping with stretchers, and I probably shan’t get another chance and I shall be starving by morning?”

“Yes, of course, darling. Don’t hurry. I can cope.”

Freddi departed. Gervase Eden, who was Surgeon on Duty, came into the ward. “Sister here, nurse?”

“No, she’s on one of the other wards. Shall I go and get her?” Outside the hospital, Eden was Gervase to Esther and Freddi and Woods, but she added the regulation ‘Sir’.

“No, never mind. She’s probably snowed under with casualties. Major Moon’s just admitted a man …”

“Here he is, sir, in the corner bed. The Emergency Post label said, ‘fractured pelvis’; he was given a morphia injection two and a half hours ago while they were digging him out. They don’t give his name; I suppose they haven’t found out yet who he is.”

“You haven’t cleaned him up?”

“Well, he was still very shocked when they brought him in, so I left him to warm up. That was right, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, perfectly right,” said Eden. He bent over the man’s body, feeling with short, thin fingers deep into the flesh and muscle and down to the bone. The man shrank and groaned. “It’s all right, old chap. It won’t be long now, and then we’ll give you another dose of something and send you off to sleep. It isn’t very serious. You’re going to be all right.” He straightened himself and moved away from the bed. “Fractured his femur all right. Everything else seems to be intact. There’s no internal injury.” Sister arrived while he was washing his hands in the lavatory outside the ward. “I don’t think we’d better touch him to-night,” he said, explaining the state of affairs to her there. “He’s too badly shocked, and anyway we’ve got all we can cope with. They’ve fixed him up with a splint at the Emergency Post and I think we’ll leave him undisturbed and have him up to the theatre in the morning. He’ll have to be X-rayed first …” He consulted a list. “Major Moon’s doing a duodenal ulcer at half-past nine; could you have him ready after that?”

“Yes, sir, of course; it’ll just give the X-ray people nice time.”

“Well, that’s what we’ll do then. Leave the leg as it is, nurse; clean him up a bit, but don’t worry him; and then you can give him a shot of morphia and I’ll see him again in the morning.”

“Put a couple of screens round him, nurse,” said Sister, “so that the light doesn’t disturb him; I’ll leave out the morphia for you. Oh, and Major Eden, will you let me have something for the appendix Major Moon did to-day, and those two hernias? And the man in seven, Captain Newsome’s cartilage, you know, he’s developed a very troublesome asthma …” She drifted away with him, towards the bunk.
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Frederica returned, still swallowing the last crumbs of her meal. “It’s too heavenly of you to have stayed on like this, darling. Have you coped all right?”

“Yes, nothing’s happened except a visit from Gervase.” She repeated the gist of his instructions. “I’ll stay and finish this fractured femur for you. You carry on; I’m perfectly all right.”

Frederica whisked off up the ward. The lights flickered with the thudding of the guns. A bomb fell somewhere close. The old man stirred and groaned, “Bombs! Bombs! The bombs!”

“No bombs,” said Esther reassuringly. “Only guns; not bombs.”

He lost even his feeble interest in the bombs. “The pain!”

“Just bear it for a little bit longer,” she said, her hand on his wrist. “Just while I get your clothes off and clean you up a little bit; and then you shall go off to sleep and forget all about it.” Standing with the basin balanced on her hip, towels over her arm, she looked down at him pityingly. Poor old boy; poor, frightened, broken, pitiful little old man.… She wrung out a piece of gauze in the hot water, and began gently to wash his face.
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Night Sister had left out four quarter-grain tablets of morphia on a tray in the little bunk. Frederica looked up the prescriptions book. “Three ‘stat’ and one ‘s o s’. Will you give them, Esther? One to your man, and one each to the hernias; the appendix seems to be dozing off, so we’ll leave his s o s till he seems to want it. I’ll deal with this asthma question. Yes, all right, Wilson, I’m coming!”

Esther lighted the tiny spirit lamp, dropped one of the tablets into a teaspoon, added sterile water and re-sterilised the whole over the flame, mixing in the dissolving tablet with the needle of the hypodermic syringe; sucked up the solution into the syringe and carried it over, with a piece of iodined gauze, to one of the hernia patients. “There you are,” she said, smiling at him, dabbing at the tiny puncture with the gauze. “That’ll set you up till the morning!”

He smiled back at her hazily. “Thank you, nurse.”

She gave the second injection to the other hernia, and a third to the fractured femur. He was becoming increasingly conscious, muttering wildly to himself: “Bombs! The bombs! All gone … all of us gone this time!”

“This will ease the pain now, and make you go to sleep.”

“All of us gone; all my mates gone.… All sitting there and the whole place came down on top of us.” He struggled up from his pillow, muttering wildly: “It’s going to hit us! It’s going to hit us …” and after a pause began to mumble softly to himself: “The effete and spineless remnants of Churchill’s once-great England … cowering in their rabbit holes from the might of the German air force.…”

Frederica came and joined her at the foot of the bed. “What the dickens is he talking about?”

“He seems to be quoting something; I suppose he’s a bit lightheaded.”

“All gone,” insisted the man, moaning to himself. “All gone and me the last!”

Frederica was the perfect nurse. If she was moved by the sight of suffering or sorrow or fear, she gave no sign of it, and her dry, matter-of-fact little manner often brought balm where more gentle methods failed. She said now, softly but quite brusquely: “You mustn’t talk any more. Give yourself up to the morphia and let yourself go to sleep. Try not to look forward, try not to think or worry.… Everything’s going to be quite all right. Just lie still and let yourself go to sleep.” The monotonous repetition, the level voice, soothed and comforted him. He relaxed against his pillow and did not speak again. She clicked off the remaining lights in the ward and arranged a couple of screens round him, leaving him in almost total darkness; on the centre table a lamp shone in an unshadowed pool upon the layer of fine plaster shaken down from the ceiling by the guns and bombs; she passed a cloth over the dust, and five minutes later it had settled there again. The men moved restlessly, resigning themselves to the long night; there were still one or two to call out: “Good-night, nurse! God bless, nurse! Aren’t you coming to kiss me good-night, nurse?” Outside the guns grumbled and reverberated round the base of the hill, a flare hung, dripping stars, in the shell-splintered sky, the drone of the bombers was rent now and then by the frightened scream of a falling bomb.…
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Esther replaced the syringe on the tray, blew out the spirit lamp, and wiped the teaspoon clean. “Well, darling, I think my work of mercy is over for the night.”

“Yes, and thank you a thousand times, sweetie, for all you’ve done. They’re expecting another in from Resuscitation, and I don’t know how I’d have managed without you.”

“You’re sure you’re O.K. now?”

“Oh yes, perfectly, now that I’ve finally got the ward under control. That’s the worst of these blessed air-raids; they do unsettle the men.”

“I suppose Woody and I will have to plunge down to that mouldy shelter. The one and only advantage of night duty is that you can stay above ground. Do you think we dare just go to bed and see if we can get away with it?”

“My dear, last time Joan Pierson and Hibbert did that, the Commander routed them out and drove them down to the shelter just as they were, and now everybody knows that Hibbert goes to bed in her vest and knickers.”

“Well, we don’t go to bed in our vests and knickers. Com’s welcome to drive me forth in my Jaeger pyjamas. I hope Woody’s got some tea.”

“Have some here, Esther, before you go.”

“No, no, I’d better go over to quarters; she’ll be wondering what’s happened to me. Good-night, darling. God bless!”

“Happy sheltering,” said Frederica. She added, with rarely spoken sympathy: “You do look tired, my dear; and I’m afraid it’s my fault!” and came over and gave her a brief little peck of apology and gratitude.
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It was long after ten. Esther departed, and Frederica made herself the inevitable cup of tea and settled down to innumerable small jobs left over from the evening’s work. A shadow fell across the table. “Hallo, Freddi.”

“Oh, hallo, Barney; I wondered if you would come. I saved some tea for you; it’s only just made.”

“I need it,” he said wearily. “We’re having a rotten time. Perkins is on his seven days’ leave and there’s no one else to give anæsthetics, so we’ve just been working all out in the emergency theatre. Some of the casualties are awfully bad; they’ve had two deaths already in Resuscitation. You’ve got another fellow to come in here; did you know? Compound fracture of the tibia and fibula. They’ve cleaned up the wound and put on an extension; he’ll be along very shortly. I thought I’d slip along and see you while we had a little lull.” He put his tea down carefully and came round the table and took her into his arms. “Frederica—I just get through my days, waiting for this moment!”

She returned his kisses lightly and pushed him gently away. “You ought to be concentrating on your work, Captain Barnes, not thinking of your young woman!”

If he was hurt he did not show it; but after a moment, as he sat stirring his tea, he said suddenly: “Frederica, you would never let me down? Would you?”

“Of course not, darling,” said Freddi; but a little too lightly; a little too readily.

He sat staring at his tea, speaking more to himself than to her. “That would be too much cruelty,” he said slowly. “I—I couldn’t bear that. Cruelty and dishonesty—those are two things that I just can’t stand …”

“Sometimes a person has to—has to chose between them. I mean, sometimes if you don’t want to be cruel, you have to tell, or act, some lies.”

He went very white and stood up suddenly, looking down into her wide, grey eyes. “Well, Freddi—always remember this: I’d rather have cruelty than dishonesty. I’d rather be hurt than deceived.…”

Something broke in her, and she went up close to him, grasping at his coat sleeves with her little hands, straining herself against him as though both giving and taking comfort. “Oh, Barney—I’m sorry, darling. Don’t look like that, my dearest; you break my heart, I’ll never hurt you or deceive you, Barney, honestly I won’t, I swear I won’t.…”

He looked down at her sadly, at the lovely little face and deep, deep into the limpid eyes. “Oh, Freddi,” he said, “my little love—don’t frighten me! The bare thought of ever losing you, makes me sick and dizzy.… You’re mine, Freddie, aren’t you? Promise me you’ll always be mine, Freddi, promise me.…”

She closed her eyes, pressing her forehead against his shoulder. “Yes, darling, I promise you; always, all my life.”

A man called from the ward. “All right. I’m coming. Look, Barney, you must go, dearest. The tib. and fib. will be in soon, and I must get all this cleared off.… (Yes, all right, nurse is coming!) Good-night, my love.”

The appendicitis case had woken and was in some pain. She gave him the last injection of morphia and went back to the bunk. The casualty in the corner bed was moaning softly; she shone her torch for a moment on his face, but his eyes were closed, and she went back to her work; but again there was a step at the door and Gervase Eden came in. “Hallo, Nurse Linley, my lovely one!”

“Oh, hallo, Gervase,” she said uneasily.

“You look like an orchid, Frederica, sitting there with the light shining down on your hair. How do you manage to be so full of colour when you’re wearing a plain grey dress?” He saw the look that lit up her eyes and added hastily: “I got that out of a book!”

“And you’ve been going round looking for a female in a grey dress ever since, to try it out on,” said Freddi, laughing; but her heart did a foolish little somersault in her breast.

“Why the devii can’t I just ask for Night Sister, and not go and make jokes that they take too seriously?” thought Eden, exasperated with himself. He hastened to ask where Night Sister was.

“On one of the other wards; do you want her?”

“Not a bit,” said Eden, and Frederica smiled again. “For a moment, Gervase, you looked at me as if I was Sister Bates!”

“My dear—have I got a special look for Sister Bates?”

“Gervase, of course you have! You look at her all cross and withdrawn, like this!” She assumed an expression of hideous ferocity, screwing up her lovely little face, drawing together the delicate eyebrows, pursing her full, red Burne-Jones mouth, in an effort not to laugh. “Do I look funny, Gervase? Do I? Do I look like you looking at Sister Bates?”

“Oh, Freddi,” he said, “you don’t look funny at all. You only look adorable.…”

Something shivered between them as real and potent as an electric shock; and she was in his arms, pressing her body against him, reaching up to him for kisses that he could not restrain. “Oh, Freddi—Oh, God! Oh, Freddi.…” But in a moment he had pushed her away from him, unfastening her hands from his shoulders, shifting away to the other side of the table, nervously fingering his tie. “I’m sorry, my dear. I—I lost control for a moment. I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have done it.” He stood silent, violently pressing his forehead against the back of his hand. “I feel such a rotter, Freddi. Do forgive me and forget all about it.” He ignored the fact that, of the two, it was she who had most completely ‘lost control’.

“There’s nothing to forgive, Gervase. But as for forgetting.…”

He refused to recognise the significance in her tone. “Just let’s pretend that it never happened, Freddi. I feel so rotten about it.” He said deliberately: “Rotten to Barney, I mean,” and added, smiling shakily, “You must obviously never make funny faces again!”

She stood in stricken silence, staring at his face; and, at a step in the passage, escaped into the ward. Sister Bates came into the bunk. She said, spitefully, sick with jealousy and anger: “Oh, there you are, Major Eden! I thought I should find you here!”

“I’m making my rounds,” said Eden, who had finished them half an hour ago.

“Do you kiss the nurses in every bunk, when you’re making your rounds?” she said furiously, blurting it out in her pain and despair.

“No,” he said coolly. “Only the sisters.”

He had not meant to say it, like that; he had not meant to refer to the past when she had been on night duty, when she had followed him round from ward to ward, when she had ‘happened’ to be in every bunk he arrived at. He had only just meant to pass it off as a light joke, to protect Frederica from her jealous curiosity. He said apologetically: “I’m sorry, my dear; I didn’t intend any wise-cracks. But I was not making love to Freddi Linley, and, to be honest, I don’t know what business of yours it would have been if I had.”

She looked at him bleakly. “Oh, Gervase—how can you say such a thing?”

“My God!” thought Eden; but he said, kindly and patiently: “Look, Marion—we must have this out, once and for all. You and I had a little affair. I never pretended to you for a moment that it was more than that. These things can’t last for ever, and they don’t. It was charming and it was delightful and I’m very grateful for all the fun we had together—but now it’s over.”

“It isn’t over for me,” she said desperately. “After all you said to me, Gervase—all you promised me: you can’t just leave me flat like this.”

“I never said a word to you that you could have taken as a promise of any sort.”

“You told me you loved me …”

But he interrupted her, saying sternly: “I never said those words to any woman in all my life.”

“Oh, words!” she cried passionately. “Who cares about words? Men think that they can do what they like, can treat you as they like, and as long as they don’t say those three magic words, ‘I love you’, they’re free of all responsibility in the matter. Well, you aren’t free, Gervase. Kisses can be promises and—and just looks and silences.… Whatever you may have said about loving me, you let me love you; and now I’m not going to be thrown away because you’ve gone and fallen for a silly little chit like Frederica Linley. I shall go to Barnes and tell him about it. I shall tell him he must put a stop to it, that it’s ruining his life and mine.… I won’t let you go, Gervase. I can’t; it would kill me. I’m not going to.…” She broke off and cried, wretched and helpless: “You can’t be in love with her!”

“I’m not in love with anyone,” he said steadily.

“You’re in love with Frederica Linley. I suppose you want to marry her.…”

“You know I’m not in a position to marry anyone, Marion,” he said impatiently. Once, long ago, one of the lovely ladies had been importunate, and he had not then acquired his skill in evading desperate situations. He had not seen her for several years, but she formed a shield against similar assaults upon his liberty.

“But you don’t love me any more?”

“Oh, Marion,” he said wearily, “do let’s not go over this again. Men fall in love and fall out of love, and that’s all there is to it.” You could not explain that you had never even fallen in love, that the worst you had done was to accept attentions flung at your defenceless heart. “I—I want to remember our little affair with affection and gratitude; let me do that, my dear. Don’t spoil it all by trying to hold on to something that’s gone, past recall.”

But she looked at him with blue eyes, stupid with pain and misery, defeating her own hopes by her uncontrollable need to put those hopes into words. “All the same, Gervase, I won’t let you go; I’ll tell everybody how you’ve treated me, I’ll tell everybody how you’re letting me down for that Linley girl, I’ll make you stay with me.…”

He caught her by the wrist, staring down, grim and angry into her frightened face. “Don’t you dare!” he said.

“I will, Gervase, I swear I will. I’ll—I’ll sue you for breach of promise.… I’ll make it so that everyone thinks what a rotter you are.… All those women in Harley Street.…”

He flung her away from him in disgust and marched off out of the bunk and into the hall; she stayed for a moment, leaning against the wall, sick with realisation of her own behaviour; and then crept out after him; neither of them gave a backward glance towards the ward.

Frederica had retreated into the dark recess of the screens round the newcomer’s bed; she came to the door and stood there, staring after them. “My God—supposing she does tell Barney!” Their unconsciously raised voices had reached her clearly through the thin partition. “Supposing she tells Barney—he’d never speak to me again; he’d never love me again! I should lose him, and all for a man like Gervase Eden.… Gervase would love me for a week or a month, and then just let me go. ‘I want to remember our little affair with affection and gratitude, Freddi; be a little darling, my pet, and let me go!’ He has every woman in the place running after him, and he doesn’t want any of them … any of the others. But he does want me! It was only because of Barney.… Oh, my God! Barney, why don’t I just stick to you, when you’re so decent and sweet and you love me so much more than I deserve … but the moment Gervase comes along—he doesn’t say anything, he doesn’t do anything, he never even touched me before to-night … but my heart turns over and my knees go to water … it’s disgusting, really it is, it’s nothing but sex, that’s all! It’s just my misfortune to look like a blinking machine and all the time be a raging furnace underneath. Oh, well!” she shrugged her little shoulders and smoothed down her apron and settled her starched white veil, “I suppose I’d better stop having inhibitions and look to my suffering patients.” The man in the corner bed said something as she went over to him, taking his hot hand in her cool and gentle one, she thought: “Anyway, thank goodness Esther and Woody don’t know!”

6

Esther had just arrived back from the ward and was sitting in their quarters with Woods, discussing Frederica’s infatuation. A benevolent providence had placed a small row of labourer’s cottages at the main gates of the park, and here the V.A.D.s were accommodated, three or four to each little two-roomed house. The cottages were small and dark and inconvenient, but the plumbing was adequate and each had a tiny kitchen with a gas stove; to three girls unused to community life and especially to life among sixty women of greatly varying ages and drawn from every imaginable class, their cottage was a haven of privacy and relaxation and peace. Frederica, being on night duty, did Box and Cox with Esther in the room upstairs; Woods had a camp bed in the communal sitting-room.

The whole place rocked with the deafening roar of the guns, but the bombs seemed fewer and the flares were dying down. They sat very comfortably with their feet on the fender, drinking cups of cocoa, in defiance of all orders that nobody was to remain in their quarters after black-out, during a raid. Esther said thoughtfully: “What people can see in Gervase, I never could understand. I mean, he’s nice and he’s funny, but he’s as ugly as anything, so thin and grey and, well, he must be at least forty.…”

“Thanks very much,” said Woods.

“Well, I don’t mean that, darling, you know what I mean. He’s not a glamour boy; and he never seems to try and make women like him.”

“Ah, but you’re a lady icicle, Esther.”

“Well, I must be, because I seem to be the only female in the hospital who can see Gervase Eden without swooning at his feet. How did the great Act go to-night?”

Woods grinned. “Not bad at all. I caught up with Casanova as he came out of the concert, and I put on a terrific air of indifference and tried to look anxious to get away, and it was such a change for him, poor lamb, that he fell for it like a log.”

“Mind you don’t fall yourself, Woody. That would be a laugh!”

“I should say it would,” agreed Woods, cackling with ribald mirth. “However, it would do no harm, Esther, and the effect would be the same. Frederica would see that some other female has only to whistle and off he goes like a shot.”

“She must know that anyhow; look at poor old Bates.”

“Ah, yes, but it’s one thing for Gervase to sicken of Bates and turn his attentions to Freddi; and quite another for him to start running after fat old Woody, right in the first stages of his affair with Frederica!”

“Are you so sure it’s an affair, darling?”

“Well, Freddi goes round looking like a love-sick hen all the time he’s about; and love may be blind, but if it gets any worse, Barney’s bound to see it. Barney wouldn’t take a thing like this lightly, you know, Esther. It would break his heart, but he’d just write Freddi off for ever: he loves her too much and too sort of deeply, for her to try playing fast and loose with him. It’s as much for Barney’s sake as Frederica’s that I want to put an end to it if I can.”

“I hope this won’t get you into a mess though, Woody,” said Esther, still not satisfied.

Woods sat staring into the fire, a shawl clutched round her bosom, her exquisite legs stretched out towards the blaze; the lines of laughter ironed, for a moment, out of her face. She said slowly: “My dear, I’m past getting into messes. I’ve led a bit of a comic life, Esther, one way and another, getting in and out of messes and not doing any harm to anyone, that I could see; except perhaps to myself; and even then I don’t know—I don’t think I’d have it any other way if I could do it all over again. Freddi’s different. She’s so young and she’s so pretty and attractive; she must settle down with Barney, Esther, and run his house and have lots of lovely babies and be a little Madam … the charm about Freddi is that she’s so cool and sure and—well, sort of pleased with herself; isn’t she? Not in a nasty way, I don’t mean, but just rather funny and sweet. If she went and got herself a past, she’d lose all that; she’d lose her faith in herself, and, you know, I don’t believe she’d marry Barney. She wouldn’t be able to deceive him, and yet she wouldn’t be able to confess her weakness by telling him. I don’t know. I may be all wrong; I’m rotten about knowing people’s characters … but anyway, if I can prevent her from going off the rocks with this Don Juan of hers, by fair means or foul, I will. I don’t think there’s the earthliest chance of my getting hurt in the process, but if I do, well, I’ve been hurt before and I can take it again.” She belched vigorously and patted her chest. “My Godfathers! That stew!”

“Well, I hope it works, Woody, and I hope you ever get any thanks from Frederica, if it does!”

“I don’t want any thanks,” said Woods calmly; and Esther, looking at her, sitting there bundled up in shawls, fat and jolly and rather common, with her made-up face and shining, shrewd, dark eyes, said to her lovingly: “No, darling, you never do.”
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