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“CHRISTIE, darling! Welcome home!”

Christie flung her soft young arms round the short, dumpy little figure that was so dear to her.

“Hullo, Mummy darling!” she said, planting a kiss on the silvery head. “I caught an earlier train after all.”

Mrs. Paige surveyed her only daughter with delight and admiration in which there was also pride and respect. Christie, just twenty-two, was more beautiful than ever, thought her mother, seeing with fresh wonder the slim, beautifully proportioned yet still girlish figure in the neat brown travelling costume, with the tiny, bonnet-shaped fashionable hat topping the cropped, copper-coloured hair. She had begged Christie not to cut off that long, sweeping mane of red curls, but she was forced to admit now that it suited Christie to have the new “short cut” and gave her an attractive boyish look which was very becoming. Christie had adopted the style because it was practical for her work, but she was also feminine enough to wish to be fashionable, and had known instinctively that the style was just “right” for her.

But Mrs. Paige was quick to note with motherly concern that there were violet shadows beneath the long almond-shaped golden eyes, that the tiny freckles showed up against the pallor of that creamy skin and that the wide generous mouth had a droop to the corners.

“Darling, you’ve been working too hard!” she said, as she drew Christie inside the house which had always been home to her, as it was once to her parents before she had been born.

“But I’ve made the grade, Mummy!” Christie exclaimed. “Behold your daughter, now a fully fledged nurse, who passed her last final exams with all honour and who now bears the title of ‘Sister Paige’!”

“My dear, I’m so very glad and proud!” Mrs. Paige said, her eyes shining with pleasure. She knew how much this meant to her daughter; this longed-for reward for all the years of hard work which had gone into her probationship. She felt, too, that she personally was rewarded, for it had been a sacrifice to let Christie follow this particular calling. Apart from the fact that they were not very well off and she would have welcomed a little help from her only child, she had also looked forward to having Christie at home to be a companion to her once her education was completed. But at seventeen Christie had suddenly decided that she wished to take a nurse’s training, and although Mrs. Paige had suspected that young Philip Vereker’s influence was behind it, nevertheless she knew Christie too well to imagine this to be the sole reason. For all her youthfulness, Christie was a practical girl and realized the hardships of nursing, the long necessary years of training, all the responsibilities attached to the profession. Neither would she waste her parents’ money, had she not intended to complete that training. Now, at last, she had passed her finals, she was ready to start work in earnest, and nobody would have been more proud or pleased than her mother.

“We shall have to have a little party to celebrate the occasion,” she told her daughter as they went into the sitting-room. “As you see, we had already prepared a ‘welcome home’ for you.”

Christie looked round the room, her eyes opened wide in amazement. There were flowers everywhere—flowers, and fruit, too, and on a table some little parcels wrapped in gay cellophane paper.

Mrs. Paige noticed Christie’s surprise and gave a happy laugh.

“You see, you’re very popular darling,” she said. “Everyone in the village missed you, and they are overjoyed that you have come home. The roses are from Robert; you know, the young groom at the Hall. They’re from his own garden. The asters are from Miss Jennings, your old schoolteacher; the pears were from Mr. and Mrs. Bult, the grocers; and, of course, our nice butcher sent a special joint—perhaps a little more than we ought to get …” she broke off with a chuckle.

“Oh, Mummy, aren’t people nice!” Christie cried, running from one of these touching little offerings to another, like a child at Christmas. “Look, a dear little carved cradle from old Smith, and just look at these handkerchiefs—they must be from Susan Drew, who made my one and only evening dress so well.”

Her eyes eagerly scanned the cards attached—Welcome home, Miss Christie or Do come and see us soon, Christie—and other notes from friends and acquaintances of whom she had seen so little in these past years. She was deeply touched, but in spite of her pleasure and emotion, she could not help feeling a tiny stab of disappointment, for there was no word—no sign amongst these lovely things—from him—Philip. And much as she had looked forward to coming home, to spending the next few month’s leave with darling Mother and Father—to seeing all her old schoolday friends again—she had so longed to see Philip.

Surely he is bound to be home now on holiday as it’s August? she had told herself. Even doctors must have holidays. And he had not forgotten about her for she had had a long interesting letter from him recently from Augsfel, where he was one of the house physicians at a big American hospital. A wonderful clinic in the Austrian mountains. He had started that much-read letter “My dear little Copper-Top” (which was his pet name for her carried over from childhood days) and although there was little else that could be called personal in the rest of the letter, he had ended with the words:


Love as always to my favourite red-head and I hope to see something of you when I come on holiday this summer. Try and pass all those finals by then for a very special reason which I will impart to you when I see you.

Ever yours,

Phil.



How often had she read and re-read those words, dreaming about the wonderful times they had had together as children—the day when he had first confided in her his plans to become a doctor; when in her own heart she had resolved to follow him along the path of helping humanity by becoming a nurse herself. She had been sixteen then—Philip nineteen. It was on that day he had first kissed her—the only time. And had told her to hurry up and grow up, because one day he was going to need a wife. “All the best doctors have wives!” he had said.

Of course, that was a long time ago, and when she and Philip had met again in the middle of his training she had found him changed. He had been serious about his work and ambitious and strangely “grown-up,” and their relationship had lost a little of its intimacy—its easy comradeship. Philip had become a man while she was still a schoolgirl. But in time she, too, had said good-bye to childhood and gone to London to start her training. Since then she had blossomed into womanhood. She and Philip had met occasionally—not very often, for their brief holidays so seldom coincided—but after he had qualified and had left for Austria she had felt a return of this old friendliness. Even a new awareness of each other.

Christie had discovered the last time she saw Philip—which was a year ago—that he had been attracted to her. She had had some experience in London, where young medical students had fallen for her physical attractions as much as for the sweetness and generosity or her disposition. But although she had been flattered by their attentions and enjoyed spending her day “off” with one or another of these young men, deep in her heart she had known that it was always Philip she loved, and she had kept aloof from other embraces—saving all that was loving and responsive in her nature for him.

Watching the disappointment cloud the young face of her daughter, Mrs. Paige gave a little smile. She knew her Christie too well to be mistaken about the reason for the shadow in the hazel eyes.

“I forgot to tell you, Christie, but Sir John Vereker sent word from the Hall last night that Philip would be home on a brief visit this week-end. Sir John had heard you were coming, too, and thought you might like to have dinner with them tomorrow evening.”

The face Christie now turned to her mother was radiant. Her cheeks were hot and pink.

“Mummy—that’s wonderful!” she cried excitedly. “Oh, now everything is perfect! This is the most marvellous welcome home I’ve ever had—in fact it’s the happiest moment of my whole life!”

Mrs. Paige gave Christie’s hand a little squeeze.

“I’m so glad you’re happy, dear,” she said. “But I think you’ll have many even happier moments in the future. Now let’s have a nice cup of tea!”

The following morning a Christie very much refreshed from ten hours’ sleep and glowing with youthful health and spirits lay on the grassy bank overlooking Tiddler’s Stream—a little rivulet that wound carelessly, dreamily, through the fields and woods surrounding the small, lovely village of Ashmorton in the New Forest. After the stifling heat and noise of London and the London hospital where she had so recently finished her training, the purity of this sparkling air, of the sweet-smelling hayfields and wildflowers, was intoxicating to Christie—for she was country bred; her appreciation of Nature was deep and sincere. She was a little intoxicated, too, by the thought of the party at the Hall tonight; only a few hours more and she would be seeing Philip again. Questions raced through her mind, tantalizing because she could only hope the answers were those she longed for. Would Philip find her changed—prettier? She stared down at her reflection in the water. Her smooth young face broke into a charming little grin at the picture she presented. At the moment, with her hair ruffled by the breeze, her face almost free of make-up and dressed in pale-blue jeans with a brief lemon-coloured sweater, she hardly looked the picture of feminine allure such as she had planned for the evening! Now, in a long white net dress with two tiny rosebuds in her hair, she might indeed cause Philip to look twice in her direction—and … dare she think about it? … he might realize that at last she was a woman, to be admired, to be loved. That she had a woman’s emotion; that she was capable of loving him. Her very success at the hospital was just another tribute to offer him.

Christie’s small capable hands reached down and stirred the water so that her reflection, a little boyish and unsuitable for romance, disappeared into ever-widening circles. Watching her hands, fingertips dipped beneath the cool transparent water, she was reminded of one of her small patients recently, a tiny girl who, when she was dangerously ill, would permit no one but Christie to touch her.

“Nurse Paige! I want Nurse Paige! Nurse, I want your lovely angel hands on my head. They make me feel well again. So cool … so nice!”

“Angel hands,” the child had called them. Christie remembered with emotion how the name had touched her. Others had remarked on her hands, too. “Small, but strong and capable,” Matron had said once. “You have the right temperament for a nurse, my dear, but remember you need control, too. You’re a little overemotional at times. A good nurse never shows her feelings. She can’t afford to. She needs to be very phlegmatic.”

How hard it had been at first to follow this advice! Pity for all the suffering humanity Christie had nursed and seen in the last few years had been as difficult to conceal as the irritation which the severe discipline of hospital life imposed on probationers. Now she could see that the restrictions were necessary in such large organizations; could see, too, that patients were curiously susceptible to the moods of those who cared for them. A few cheerful people in a ward and the influence would spread to those around them. A cross or tired nurse would leave her patients restless and dissatisfied in mind even while she had done everything possible to minister to their physical comforts.

So Christie had learnt to keep her personal life, her private thoughts and worries, quite away from duty hours. And her reward had come at last.

She gave a little sigh of contentment, rolled over on her back and stared up at the blue sky. Her eyes closed; she lay relaxed and happy in the warm August sunlight, dreaming of the future and of the man whom she felt in her heart must be part of that future if it was to be worth while.

Philip’s image was so real to her imagination that when she heard his voice it was a full second before she realized she had not dreamt those gently spoken words.

“Hullo, Copper-Top? Are you asleep?”

She sat up quickly, the blood rushing to her cheeks, her golden eyes shining up at the man who stood beside her. That Philip should surprise her here—dressed like this! …

“Pleased to see me, Christie?” he asked with a smile. He flung himself down beside her, noting her heightened colour and startled eyes. His own pulses gave a jerk. “I arrived this morning and went to see if you were at home,” he added. “Your mother told me I’d probably find you by the old brook.”

Christie forgot her shyness, her embarrassment … forgot everything but the fact that Philip had only been home a few hours and had come to find her! Her heart beat furiously with pleasure.

“It’s wonderful to see you, Philip!” she said. “How well you look, too!”

She studied the lean sun-tanned face eagerly. Except for that tan he hadn’t changed at all. The fair hair was brushed smoothly back from the wide forehead which gave his face such an interesting look. It was a thin face, but the blueness of his brilliant eyes was accentuated by the lean, rather hollow, cheeks. It could have been termed an aesthetic face. But the tan suited him … made him look more virile and less “cadaverous,” as he had once described himself.

Her eyes went to the smart flannels with pleasure. Philip always looked so neat and spruce—so very much the doctor. Even now she fancied he brought with him that well-remembered clean smell of the hospital.

“I’m feeling a hundred per cent,” Philip answered her. “And so I should, with all that mountain air and sunshine. You know, Christie, we were skiing right up till April. The combination of snow and speed and sunshine is the most wonderful tonic in the world! I shall patent the prescription and sell it by the bottle and make my fortune!”

While he spoke, he, in his turn, had been studying the girl beside him. Her appearance had given him a shock—not by any means the unpleasant one Christie might have imagined because of her jeans and jersey. She had no idea how utterly delightful she seemed to him … different too from the girl he remembered. Christie had grown up. There was a slightly French “gamin” appeal about the short hair-crop and the knee-length slacks and boyish sweater, he decided. It intrigued him and yet confused him. For he had come quite unprepared to be knocked sideways by the physical appeal of his childhood playmate, Copper-Top. He remembered suddenly and irrelevantly that once he had kissed her. She had been a plump little thing in those days—still very much the schoolgirl. But even then he must have found her attractive. Yet he had barely remembered that kiss again until this moment.

He would very much like to kiss her now, he told himself; and yet, oddly enough, he didn’t feel too sure of himself. Not as sure as he had that day when he was only nineteen and had known that young Christie Paige hero-worshipped him. All the same, he had noticed that tell-tale colour in her cheeks just now, and read the undisguised pleasure in her eyes. She was pleased to see him.

“You’re coming to my party this evening, aren’t you, Christie?” he asked, and felt curiously satisfied when she replied that his father had already invited her.

Christie wondered whether to save the news of her own private reason for celebrating until this evening, but her impatience to hear his praise won the day.

“I passed my Finals last week, Philip,” she said, starry-eyed. “Now you’ll have to call me Sister Paige!”

Philip looked at her with genuine pleasure.

“Well, that is wonderful news, Christie. Congratulations. I can hardly believe that little Copper-Top is really a fully fledged nurse, and jolly good, too. Nurses are sorely needed these days. What plans have you for the future?”

Christie looked quickly away from his steady gaze. The colour burned her cheeks.

“I haven’t really thought much beyond passing my Finals,” she murmured. After all, deep in her heart, she had hoped that Philip might settle the future for her.

“Well, I think it’s perfectly splendid,” Philip went on, laying a brown hand over one of hers. She bit hard on her lip—unaware of Philip’s reactions to this slight contact; knowing only that her own heart was thudding wildly in her breast.

“Anyone would think I was the only girl ever to have qualified!” she said, laughing a little nervously to cover her confusion.

He laughed with her.

“I’ll bet there weren’t any as pretty as you, Christie,” he said. “You know, my sweet, you’ve grown into a very attractive young thing. I wish we had some nurses like you at Augsfel!”

“It must be wonderful out there,” Christie said, more to cover her emotion than anything else. “Tell me all about your clinic, Philip.”

“I thought I’d written you most of the news,” Philip said. “Not that there’s an awful lot to say, really. All the same, I’m glad I got the chance to go there. Grant is a wonderful surgeon—one of the most fascinating people I’ve ever come across in the profession. I don’t mean personally, for he’s a bit of a bore off duty, frightfully temperamental, and the devil of a temper. But when he’s operating—he’s like a god. We all think he’s superb.”

“Is he the senior surgeon who sort of runs the hospital?” Christie asked.

Philip nodded.

“Yes. He’s really a bone specialist—or was, before the war. Then, in 1945 he was discovered by a very wealthy American, who’d heard of him by reputation and took the trouble to find him. This American had a daughter with tuberculous osteomyelitis—as you know, disease of the bone in her right leg. This girl hadn’t been put right by any of the doctors in the States and her father wanted Grant to go back to New York with them as their guest and treat her personally … money no object.”

“And Mr. Grant—wouldn’t he do it?” Christie asked, interested.

Said Philip thoughtfully:

“That’s the odd part about it—he wouldn’t. He’d got himself into some organization for nursing D.P. children after the war, and he wouldn’t give it up. He wasn’t earning a penny, either. So the American asked Grant if there were any terms on which he’d treat his daughter. Grant then told him that if he liked to finance a children’s clinic and hospital in the Austrian mountains, and give him, Grant, complete charge and guarantee its upkeep and expenses for seven years, he’d treat the daughter there.”

“But what a nerve this man must have had!” Christie cried admiringly. “I never knew there was such a story behind the hospital at Augsfel. It’s like a film or something.”

Philip continued.

“As you can gather, the American agreed. He was crazy about his daughter. He took over what had once been a huge hotel for tourists, but had been made a German hospital during the war. Since the occupation it stood empty. He fitted it up with all the very latest equipment from America, set his daughter up in a chalet nearby, and left Grant to carry on. Grant chose his staff personally, and it so happened that I’d been studying under him for a brief spell during the war when he was lecturing at the West London. He remembered that I wanted to specialize in children, and asked me if I’d care to go. Of course I accepted like a flash. He’s pretty strict and has a gorgon of a Matron, which is why most of the nurses who go there pack up sooner or later and come home. They don’t like her, and still less his abrupt manner. He has too much temperament, really. He wants me to recruit two new nurses while I’m over here … Why, Christie!” Philip sat up and stared at her. “What a wonderful idea! I’d never thought of it until this moment, but why don’t you come out? You’ve not made any plans, you say. And I know you’d like it out there. And you’ve had experience in a children’s ward, haven’t you?”

She nodded. Her heart was shaking. She could hardly breathe as the plan unfolded. It seemed almost too good to be true. There was nothing in the world to stop her going to Augsfel—and what more could she wish for than to be near Philip—to work with him, side by side, playing nurse to his doctor? It was more than she had imagined in her wildest dreams. They would see each other often … and in time, Philip might begin really to love her—to realize how desperately she loved him.

“Well, Christie, what do you say to the idea?” Philip asked.

“I’d adore it!” she answered breathlessly. “But do you think I’d be experienced enough for Mr. Grant? Do you think I could cope?”

“Of course you could!” Philip said. “It’d be wonderful experience for you and you’d have a wonderful time, apart from work. Skiing all winter, trips to the lake in summer with some of the more healthy patients. Say you’ll come, Christie, and I’ll square it with the Chief, even if he kicks up about having a girl who has only just finished her training … but haven’t you got something special I can wave in his face?”

“Well, I got special honours degrees in three of my exams,” Christie admitted. “And a wonderful letter of appreciation from the Matron in charge of the children’s hospital where I did part of my training.”

“Then that’s settled!” Philip said, jumping to his feet and drawing her up beside him. “You know, we’d make a great team, wouldn’t we, Christie?”

She looked up, saw his very blue eyes smiling down into hers and her heart leapt to her throat. For a moment she felt sure he was going to kiss her. Then, as if both his mind and mood underwent a change, he caught her by the hands and swung her round in a circle, leaving her laughing and breathless.

“Dear old Copper-Top!” he said, his voice full of affection and the old teasing note, and using the old nickname. “This really is a superb idea. Let’s go back to your home for lunch and talk it over with your mother. Do you think she’ll disapprove of the scheme?”

“Not if my heart is really set on going,” Christie replied.

For a moment the blue eyes were not teasing as Philip asked:

“And is it, Christie?”

“Of course it is!” she whispered. For her whole heart belonged to this tall, thin young man standing beside her. And when he returned to the mountains, what more in the world could she ask for than to follow where her heart led: to him and his Austrian clinic?

It seemed to the enchanted Christie that fortune smiled down on her with every step she took today.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
. \i

-153552:’! ,.,:

'41 B J"‘“"‘f- “'«1&|

DENISE

ROBINS

QUEEN OF ROMANCE

Something to Love





OPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





