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Jackie was feeling better. He sat up in bed, pillows heaped behind him, looking at some brightly coloured picture books. When Mary came in with his cup of mid-morning Ovaltine, he looked up and gave her his bright child-like smile and waved his hands at her.

Mary smiled back at him.

‘You’ve got some colour in your cheeks today, Jackie. The doctor will be pleased when he comes. Now drink up your Ovaltine and then I’ll straighten the bed and make you nice and tidy.’

She started to pick up the scraps of paper he had been cutting and put them in the waste-paper basket. She was not unaware of the fact that her own cheeks were glowing and her eyes suspiciously bright, nor that the new young doctor who had been calling to see Jackie during his bout of ’flu was the cause.

Her radiance gave her customary pale rather ethereal prettiness, a real beauty. Most people thought her enormous brown eyes too large for the thin, pointed face and the dead white of her skin and extraordinary almost white-blonde hair. ‘Very odd!’ they had said to her Aunt. ‘Yet one cannot call her plain either. There is something striking about the girl … such a queer combination of fair hair and dark eyes.’

Her colouring had come from her Norwegian mother, her dark eyes from her father. Mary knew this, although she could not remember her parents who had both died before she was three. Her father’s young sister, Aunt Ethel, had looked after her ever since and she and her husband, Uncle Tom, had been the only ‘parents’ she had ever known.

Mary never ceased to be aware of the enormous debt she owed to them both. Her parents had left no money and she had had everything a young girl could want from her Aunt. Admittedly Uncle Tom was rich and could well afford to be generous to her, but even when Jackie was born, their adored only child, they had made no difference between their son and their niece.

Mary was ten when the baby was born … old enough to understand the great miracle of his birth, and old enough to be thrilled by the thought of a real live ‘doll’ for her to nurse and hold and help Aunt Ethel and the young nurse to care for. Old enough, too, to be deeply and terribly shocked when the girl fell downstairs while carrying the baby, and to be told by her Aunt a while later that the little boy baby was, as a result of this accident, mentally abnormal. At first she had refused to believe it when her Aunt told her the truth.

‘But he’s perfect … quite the most perfect baby in the whole world!’ she had cried, staring aghast at her Aunt’s white, stricken face. ‘It isn’t true!’

But it was, and as the baby grew into a toddler and still could not lift his head from the cot, Mary saw for herself that little Jackie was not normal. When at last she accepted this fact, she simultaneously rejected it. If Jackie was backward, so were lots of other babies. She would spend the rest of her life helping him, encouraging him, making him through her own efforts and determination as much like other children as he could be.

The young nurse had been dismissed and not replaced. With tireless patience, Mary spent all her holidays and any free time she had from school, coaxing the baby to take an interest in the toy she dangled before him … to stretch out his hands for it … at long last to raise himself a little in an effort to grasp it. He was nearly two when this great triumphant step was taken.

Flushed and bright-eyed, she tore downstairs to her Aunt and Uncle.

‘He moved himself … Jackie moved!’ she cried.

They rushed back upstairs together but the little boy made no further efforts, and only half-believing the radiant little girl’s story, her Aunt and Uncle left the nursery.

But Mary had not been mistaken. Gradually, Jackie made further efforts and because it was plain for all to see that he adored Mary, it was always for her that he exerted himself and seemed to be trying his best to please.

Mary did not learn till she was older, the hopeless trek her Aunt made from doctor to doctor, specialist to specialist. None could give her any hope … none believed that an operation could be performed to correct his brain.

‘He may learn to walk … talk … eat by himself … but you must not count on anything more. His mental age can never exceed that of a child of four or five …’

The old doctor who had attended them since they moved to this new district after the tragedy said that Mary’s tireless patience and strong-willed determination were just what Jackie needed and that her faith and her prayers were doing him more good than he, a mere doctor, could do himself.

So Mary grew up, her life punctuated by Jackie’s simple achievements. On his bad days, when he would fret and cry, her own little world would be downcast, sad, depressed, even while she crooned her childish songs to him and tried to jolly him out of his moods. The days he first crawled, took his first steps, spoke his first word which was her name, were days she would remember all her life.

Now Mary was twenty and Jackie was as the doctors had said he would be at best … a strong, still beautiful little boy of ten but with the mind of a five-year-old child. Mary had known for some time that there could be no improvement, but even while she had accepted this, she had never despaired. Since she had left school, she had appointed herself a kind of governess-companion to the little boy and was constantly teaching him new things which, though he might forget them again as he so often did, at least gave her a feeling that he was progressing. It was the only thing in the world that really counted with her. She had dedicated herself when she was still so young that she had never allowed herself to consider a career as other girls at school did. Her teachers had told her … and her Aunt, that she had an excellent brain and might, if she would only concentrate more and apply herself, win a scholarship to University. But even while she had been pleased at the thought that she could have done it had she wished, she agreed with her Aunt who, when they talked it over, said that she would have to live away from home and that Jackie would be miserable without her.

‘He loves you so much more than anyone else, Mary, more even than me, his mother. I don’t mind that … I only mind that it is you he depends on. One day you will want to get married and leave us whereas I, his mother, would stay with him always. I’d never fail him.’

‘But you know I will never fail him either!’ Mary cried, deeply distressed. ‘Jackie means everything in the world to me, too. I’ll never marry … never.’

‘Are you so sure?’ her Aunt asked, a curious expression in her eyes. ‘You’re young and pretty, Mary, and one day you’ll fall in love. Jackie won’t mean anything then! You’ll want … I suppose you’ve every right to expect, that you’ll have a home, a husband and children of your own.’

Her voice was bitter and strangely taut.

‘I’ll never leave Jackie, never!’ Mary vowed again from the depth of her sixteen-year-old heart. ‘Don’t doubt me, Aunt Ethel. Even if I did not love Jackie so much, I’d want to stay for your sake. You and Uncle Tom have been so marvellous to me. I can never repay you for all you’ve done.’

Her Aunt was white-faced and it seemed to Mary as if a terrible conflict were going on inside her … as if she were being torn apart. At last she said in a strangled voice which was barely audible:

‘We owe you a lot, too, Mary. You’ve always been so wonderful to Jackie.’

Mary could not properly conceive the dreadful agony of mind that was her Aunt’s constant companion. It seemed to the older woman that at every turn now, she was torn between love for her helpless child and her duty to her niece. Oh, it had been easy enough to be generous and kind to the little girl for those first few years. She and Tom had no children of their own and they had grown deeply genuinely attached to their little niece. She had such a warm, loving disposition that no one who met her could help loving her. But the real depths of her own maternal love were not revealed until her little son was born … a love made all the more desperate by the protective quality which was fiercely and primitively to the fore when she realized how helpless and dependent her child must always be … how her friends pitied her … and Jackie … and Tom.

Now, suddenly, she was having to face the worst of all choices. She had allowed Mary to give her childish love, interest and attention to Jackie because the girl had volunteered them from the start and because daily it became more and more obvious that Jackie really only loved and responded to his cousin. When he was in his trying moods, on the bad days, he did not even want his mother near him. Now, too late, she saw the folly of allowing this tremendous dependence and affection to take hold of her son. She had not stopped to think in time that Mary would grow up, fall in love, and LEAVE JACKIE.

When Mary was sixteen, her Aunt saw with a fear far exceeding her pride, that she showed promise of turning into an arrestingly attractive young girl. Part of her found pleasure for Mary’s sake, but the greater more primitive part of her mother’s heart took fright as she realized the implications. Young men would soon find Mary and with every year that advanced Jackie must lose a little more of the girl’s thoughts, affections, until at last she left him for the man she loved.

Ethel Bradbourne bottled these terrible fears for her son deep down inside her. She did not discuss them even with her husband, for she knew that Tom loved Mary almost as much as he loved Jackie … He had a deep pity for his helpless little son but no absorbing passion that might lead him to any action to avoid his being hurt. His was a more male affection and he had been able to take the tragedy of their child’s accident and consequent abnormality more calmly than she had done, even while his disappointment must have been more acute. He had had such plans for sending his son to his own school, teaching him to play cricket, taking him mountain climbing, his own now neglected hobby.

Tom would advocate that Mary should have her freedom. Had he been asked to discuss Mary’s school report, he would most certainly have encouraged her to go to University, for he was a great believer in higher education for girls as well as boys. But by the time he learned of Mary’s possibilities, the girl had already quite made up her mind that she wished to stay at home, and Tom accepted the decision as her choice.

‘It was her choice,’ the mother’s voice whispered. ‘I did not influence her. She loves Jackie. She said of her own accord she would never leave him!’

All the same, she knew that she had done wrong to let Mary grow up so completely selfless where Jackie was concerned. She should have guarded against the soft young heart giving too much many years ago. She should have seen that Mary had more friends … went out more … had more normal pursuits than merely seeing that Jackie was contented and happy. She had not exactly taken advantage of the girl’s generous, loving disposition, but she had done nothing to guard against the future consequences. Her conscience smote her even while her heart argued that Jackie should never lack anything she could directly, or indirectly, give him.

‘Well!’ she told herself desperately. ‘Mary has been to dances, parties, since she left school.’ Tom had seen to that. He had made sure Mary was invited by the sons of his business friends to their homes. But even while Mary had enjoyed herself, she had always come home early, and lying awake in the darkness, her Aunt had gloried in the fact that Mary would go straight to Jackie’s room, to smooth his pillow, to make sure he was sleeping comfortably and needed nothing.

After these parties, she would question her carefully about the other young people there. Mary would mention their names casually, simply, perhaps describing some boy she had danced with more often than with others, but so openly and without a flutter of an eyelash that her Aunt knew so far her heart had remained untouched and felt herself reprieved until the next time.

It never entered her mind to wonder about Mary’s reactions to the new young doctor who had gone into partnership recently with their old Dr. Law. She had been so concerned about Jackie’s health that she had given no thought to Mary. The boy had run a very high temperature for some days and was fretful and difficult and it had taken her and Mary’s combined efforts to nurse and distract him. Dr. Law had himself succumbed to the epidemic and then young Dr. Deal had called in his place. By this time, she had herself caught a mild dose of the ’flu and retired to her bed. She did not feel well enough to appreciate that she was allowing into her house a very real potential danger to her child … for Paul Deal was not only young, but in a strong, masculine way exceedingly attractive. Moreover, he was unmarried.

But Mary, overworked as she was with two invalids in the house, had nevertheless found her heart beating curiously fast when the young doctor’s startlingly blue, merry eyes looked across Jackie’s bed into hers. She found herself thinking about him during the day, counting the hours till his next visit. A little surprised and amused, she discovered that she had taken greater pains than usual to brush her fair hair into a shining mass around her shoulders, to put on a freshly pressed skirt and her best ‘twinset’ with the several rows of bright pearls that had been her Uncle’s last Christmas present to her.

Their conversation had been limited chiefly to sick-room instructions, for the young doctor had been desperately busy, with his elderly partner away and the epidemic at its worst. Nonetheless there had been something in his eyes, something which Mary could not but recognize as admiration and interest, and she was as happy about it as she was worried about Jackie and her Aunt. Her mind worried but her heart sang.

Today, when he had taken Jackie’s temperature, pronounced him nearly better, and walked downstairs to the hall with Mary, he turned suddenly and said:

‘You must be tired with so much to do. Yet you don’t look it. You look …’ the blue eyes smiled a little mischievously, ‘… wonderful!’

A swift blush spread over Mary’s cheeks and her eyes went down to her hands, clasped together in front of her like a little girl’s.

‘You look about sixteen!’

She smiled then and said with a laugh:

‘That is not a compliment. I was exceedingly plain at sixteen … thin, scraggy and typically school-girlish.’

Then she blushed again, realizing that he might suppose she imagined herself any different now.

The silence was broken when he said abruptly:

‘Are you always tied to … to this house? I’ve never seen you about anywhere … at parties and dances, I mean.’

‘Oh, I do go out sometimes!’ Mary assured him. ‘But I don’t greatly enjoy social life … I’m rather shy, I suppose … or else just a home girl. I love looking after Jackie … even though he can be difficult sometimes.’

‘But you’re not his sister, are you? Dr. Law told me you were more or less adopted when you were a little girl.’

‘Yes … my Aunt was my father’s sister. When my parents died, they took me into their home and brought me up as their daughter. I’ve been very lucky, haven’t I?’

He looked into those wide-open, candid brown eyes and felt his heart miss a beat. Was it possible for any young girl nowadays of nineteen, twenty, to be so completely selfless? Dr. Law had told him something of her life here with her Aunt and Uncle and the pathetic child she cared for so devotedly. He knew of the boy’s dependence on her and had found himself blaming the Aunt for allowing this state of affairs to come about. Pity could be a terribly strong and powerful emotion, but love combined with it could be a cord that might tie this young girl always to a life for which she had not been destined. For surely so beautiful, so warm and compassionate a girl as stood before him now, was made to be a wife, a mother, a lover? Nature had made her as she was and some queer trick of Fate had placed her in a position where, if she stayed much longer, she could never hope to escape.

Yet it seemed to him that she had no wish to escape. All she did for Jackie she did willingly and without grudging the time spent. He had seen for himself how selfless was her devotion to the child. What would happen when she fell in love? For surely she had never been in love yet! Her innocence and her eyes told him she was unawakened to this most powerful of all emotions.

He shook his head and stooped to pick up his coat. Why should he worry about her? Why spend so much of these last few days since he had met her thinking about her? As he drove on his rounds he had caught himself wondering about her instead of his next patient’s condition! Could he possibly be falling a little in love with her himself?

But no! There had been no time in his life for love. The six long years taken to complete his training as a doctor had left him with his degrees and a devotion and sense of dedication to the work he had chosen for himself, but little else. He had had one or two mild affairs … as had most of the students. He had imagined himself in love … but soon discovered that he was not. He told himself that it would be many years before he married … before he ceased to be too busy to be married. Now, at twenty-nine, he was not so sure of himself. He had been lonely. It was not enough, after all, to work all day and sometimes part of the night, with no one to be really interested in him or in his career; to have no interest, other than a medical one, in the other human beings around him. Dedicated as he had been to his work and to studying for further degrees, he had left himself no time for relaxation and enjoyment of the simpler things of life. In his way, he had been as tied as this girl must have been.

He turned at the front door and said suddenly:

‘When this epidemic ends and Dr. Law is able to take on his own patients again, and your two invalids are up and about, will you come out with me one evening?’

‘Why … I … I’d love to!’ Mary said, the colour again rising into her cheeks.

‘I don’t know what you prefer to do … a concert? Opera? Theatre?’

‘I’d love the theatre!’ Mary said simply. ‘I’ve only been twice … somehow there has never been time.’

‘Yes, I know! But let’s make time, shall we? I’ll ring you up when things are easier.’

All day, Mary felt a glow in her heart … and a tiny nagging worry in case he had not really meant it … in case he would, after all, remain too busy … in case he forgot to ring.
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In the week that followed, Mary knew herself to be in love. All through the long days, she found herself listening for the ring on the telephone … the ring that never came. Her bright expectancy changed to a dull lethargy and she went about her work without her usual smiling cheerfulness. Her Aunt noticed it and asked anxiously if she thought she was in for the ’flu. But Mary knew deep down inside her that she was just desperately disappointed. She had not realized until she was certain he would not ring how greatly she had counted upon his doing so, how much she wanted to see him again.

She made great efforts not to show her depression when she was with Jackie. He was so oddly sensitive to her moods and for no accountable reason would suddenly stroke her hand at a moment when she was sad or downcast.

Paul Deal had not come to the house again in his medical capacity as Dr. Law had made a swift recovery and it was he who called to see the two convalescents. Mary found herself bringing Paul into the conversation.

‘Jackie and I both liked your partner!’ she said, knowing herself for a coward for including Jackie’s name, although the boy had liked him and been far more responsive to him than he was to the doctor who had attended him most of his life. ‘I hope he hasn’t caught the ’flu?’

‘No, indeed, he’s in fine health!’ Dr. Law said cheerfully as he removed the thermometer from Jackie’s mouth and pronounced him fit enough to get up for an hour that afternoon. ‘Nice young chap. I think I was lucky to get him, although I thought he was a bit young when he first applied for the partnership. But he has a good head on his shoulders and he’s a hard worker all right! Nice-mannered, too.’

Mary had no doubt that he was good at his job; she had herself noticed the sureness of his hands and his quick summing up of the invalids. She had particularly liked his way with Jackie, gentle but firm … and he had treated him like any normal child. Dr. Law always behaved with him as if he could not understand anything at all, and since she had been a little girl, Mary had always resented this way some people had of treating Jackie …

She tried hard not to think about Paul Deal … not to say over again to herself the few brief personal words he had addressed to her. Could he have meant nothing by them after all? ‘… you look wonderful! … but let’s make time, shall we? I’ll ring you up when things are easier!’ She knew they must be ‘easier’ since Dr. Law was up and about again, but still he had not rung.

Then, on the eighth day, her Aunt called her to the telephone.

‘It’s young Dr. Deal; he wants to speak to you.’

Her eyes were on Mary’s face as she delivered this curt comment and missed nothing of the quick flood of colour that raced into those pale cheeks. Her heart sank deep down with a sickening jolt. What could have gone on between those two while she had been lying ill in bed?

She handed the receiver into Mary’s trembling hands and made pretence of leaving the room. But it was only a pretence for she knew that come what may, she MUST hear what the girl said … must know exactly what it was she had to fear. She recalled in a swift unhappy flash how good-looking the young doctor had been … tried to remember how many times he had called … how long he had stayed each time. Then her thoughts stopped as she overheard what she could of Mary’s conversation.

‘I’m sorry I’ve left it so long before telephoning. I’ve been trying to get seats for the new Terence Rattigan and I only heard this morning that I could have two cancellations. I thought you might particularly enjoy the play. It’s very popular.’

‘Of course! I’d love to go … I quite understand!’ Mary said all in one breath. She was too happy … too immensely relieved to be able to conceal her state of mind.

‘The seats are for Thursday … day after tomorrow …’ he went on. ‘Shall we have supper afterwards? Then I can finish off my afternoon rounds and pick you up about five o’clock. Would that be all right?’

‘It would be marvellous!’ Mary said. ‘Thank you very much —’ She broke off suddenly as she took in the full sense of his words … Thursday … the one day she couldn’t manage … the one day when he had been able to get seats and she couldn’t go.

‘Anything wrong?’

‘Oh, I’m afraid there is!’ Mary cried, her disappointment acute and quite audible to the man at the other end of the wire. ‘My Aunt and Uncle play bridge every Thursday evening and I stay in to mind Jackie … I’m desperately sorry … and after all your trouble, too.’

There was a moment of silence and then his voice came back to her:

‘Isn’t there someone else who could baby-sit that evening?’

Hope re-lit her face as she considered this straw.

‘Well, once, last year, our daily came and sat in … my Aunt and Uncle and I all went to a New Year Party … but I don’t know if Aunt Ethel would like it very much … she always worries so …’

‘Then suppose I ask her? Can you call her to the telephone?’

‘Yes, yes I will,’ Mary cried ecstatically … for she knew suddenly that she would have been afraid to ask her Aunt … not because she would have been cross or angry but because she would have referred the question back to Mary … ‘Well, what do you think, dear? If you won’t be worried and think Jackie will want you … then go and enjoy yourself!’ She never would have gone … it would have left Jackie on her mind all evening.

She put down the phone and nearly knocked her Aunt over as she rushed through the open door into the hall.

‘Dr. Deal wants to speak to you, Aunt Ethel!’

The older woman said:

‘Oh! What does he want?’

With new-found tact, Mary remained silent and stood quietly waiting while her Aunt walked to the phone.

‘Yes? … Oh … I see! Well, we never like to leave him with strangers, you know … yes, I admit he knows Mrs. King but … yes, but … oh, very well …’ and as if to rectify the ungraciousness of her tone of voice, she added: ‘And thank you for asking Mary.’

She handed the telephone back to Mary with a brief: ‘He wants to speak to you again!’ and walked stiffly out of the room, knowing herself momentarily beaten. She began to dislike Paul Deal. She sensed the strong will that had adequately met and challenged her own … and won the first round. Without showing herself a complete despot, she could not have refused to let Mary go. Mrs. King was perfectly reliable … and Jackie was perfectly all right with her the few times they had had her in. It wasn’t that she did not trust Mrs. King in this instance … it was that she did not trust Mary … or Paul Deal.

‘Well, that’s all fixed,’ Paul was telling Mary calmly. ‘I was sure your Aunt wouldn’t refuse to let you go, particularly as you go out so seldom and to the theatre!’

‘Thank you … thank you very much!’ Mary said. ‘I’ll be looking forward to it so much.’

‘So shall I! I shall hold thumbs furiously in case anything happens to hold me up. Just add to your prayers tonight, Mary, that nobody decides to have a baby on Thursday afternoon!’

She laughed with him, her eyes sparkling brightly. How nice his voice was … and he had called her ‘Mary’! Could she call him Paul? With sudden daring she said:

‘Good-bye, then, Paul. See you Thursday!’

He was grinning as he replaced the receiver. He had risked the ‘Mary’ and she had replied by shyly and charmingly calling him Paul … and his name had never sounded nicer! He felt wonderful … and knew that Mary was responsible. He had been to enough theatres in his day not to feel on top of the world because of that! It was Mary … quaint, shy, adorable Mary he wanted to see … not the actors on the stage. And he was pleased, too, with the firm way he had fixed that Aunt of hers.

His face hardened a little as he remembered Mrs. Bradbourne. He could see quite clearly that her one absorbing passion in life was the boy … poor little devil. And Mary was to be denied all her rightful heritage because the boy needed her. But not if he, Paul Deal, could prevent it. He had known of too many cases like this one where young and pretty girls on the threshold of life were forced to devote themselves to invalids and watch life pass them by, turning them into embittered old spinsters. Little Jackie was not Mary’s child or her responsibility, and Mrs. Bradbourne should not permit her niece, her own flesh and blood, to sacrifice herself in this way. It was clear to see that she took advantage of Mary’s love for the child, of her generosity and unselfishness. Had it not been for his own determination, Mary would have given up her Thursday outing without thought … but with considerable disappointment, he added to himself happily. Her tone of voice had not escaped him and he knew himself immensely happy at the thought that she really wanted to come. Could he dare hope that it was him she wished to see … rather than the play?

He knew now that he was at least a little in love. It seemed years since he had felt this way about any girl … and never quite this way … with never quite the warmth and protectiveness and sweetness that made up his feelings for Mary.

‘She’d make a wonderful doctor’s wife!’ he told himself, and then laughed at himself for taking the last jump first. There were a great many hurdles … and difficult ones, he would have to cross first if this were to be his final intention. Mary’s own feelings, for instance. She might not care for him at all … that way; and her Aunt … the child …

He could see many of the difficulties ahead that might bar his road to happiness if he pinned his hopes and thoughts on Mary. But right now he wasn’t going to consider them … enough that he would be seeing her soon; not as her doctor but as her friend. And what a wonderful evening that would be!

Aunt Ethel was dreading that evening as greatly as Paul and her niece were longing for it. Conflict tore at her so that by the Thursday morning, the headache she had wondered if she dared fabricate became a real thing and she could retire to her bed without actually having to tell a lie. She kept her eyes closed when Mary came in with a hot water bottle and aspirins, for she was sufficiently human not to be able to look into the girl’s anxious eyes and see there her fear and disappointment.

‘Do you think you have the ’flu back, Aunt Ethel? Should I ask Dr. Law to come?’

‘Oh, I don’t think it’s bad enough for that!’ her Aunt said. ‘I suppose it’s a kind of relapse … I’ve been doing too much. But don’t worry about me, Mary dear. You go off and iron your frock, or whatever it is you must do for your party tonight!’

‘Oh, Aunt, darling, you know I’m wearing the wool jersey so it doesn’t need ironing —’ She broke off suddenly as it occurred to her that she might at this last moment not be able to go.

‘Aunt Ethel?’ Her voice was taut and trembled a little. ‘Would you feel happier if I stayed home?’

‘Well, I’ll admit I have been worrying a little about Jackie with Mrs. King … because he hasn’t been well and is a bit fretful, isn’t he? But I can manage … I can get up and go to him if he needs anything. You go and enjoy yourself, my dear!’

‘But I don’t think you ought to get out of a warm bed!’ Mary heard her own voice saying automatically. ‘Maybe I’d better stay … Jackie has been a bit off-colour today.’

‘Oh, no, I can’t have you giving up your fun just because I have a little chill.’

Hope and doubt tore alternately at Mary’s heart. She couldn’t NOT go … not now. For the last forty-eight hours she had thought of nothing else. It would be terrible … terrible to have to stay home now. Her Aunt couldn’t be very ill or she would have allowed Dr. Law to come.

‘Let me telephone Dr. Law!’ she suggested again. ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t mind coming … just in case …’

‘No!’ her Aunt said firmly. ‘I’m not ill. I can manage, Mary, so stop fussing. Go and have a good time.’

I ought not to go … I ought not to go, a voice kept repeating in Mary’s ear, and yet she wanted to go so much … so very much. At lunch-time her Uncle came home and although she seldom discussed her feelings with him, she was so distraught with her mixed-up emotions, that she felt she had to talk it over with someone.

‘I know I ought not to go, Uncle Tom, but you see, he went to such a lot of trouble to get tickets, seats, I mean, and it was only because of two cancellations that he managed it. I don’t like to let him down … and … and I do rather want to go.’

Her Uncle looked at her in surprise. It wasn’t often that his quiet, collected little niece spoke with such emotion.

‘But of course you’ll go!’ he said gruffly. ‘I can see if your Aunt or Jackie need anything. I’m not helpless!’

Mary smiled.

‘It isn’t that, Uncle Tom … but you’re playing bridge tonight. Aunt Ethel says they’ll expect you even if she doesn’t go.’

‘Nonsense, my dear. What good is an odd man? They’d have to cut in and no one likes doing that. Anyway, I’d far rather stay at home … want to catch up on some letters. You toddle along and enjoy yourself, Mary. You deserve to have a gay time … spend too much of your time doing things for other people … enjoy yourself.’

Impulsively, Mary jumped up from her chair and went round the table to hug her Uncle. He had relieved her of making the decision and she really need not worry if he were going to stay home to look after her Aunt and Jackie.

‘Who’s the young man?’ her Uncle asked affectionately.

‘Dr. Paul Deal!’ Mary said shyly. ‘He’s awfully nice, Uncle.’

‘Not a doddering old fuss-pot like Dr. Law, I hope?’

Mary laughed.

‘Oh, no, Uncle! He’s quite young … about thirty, I suppose … and … and very nice-looking. I met him when Dr. Law was ill and he came two or three times to see Jackie. Jackie liked him, too. Uncle, will it matter if I’m rather late home? We’re having supper after the theatre as there won’t be time before. I don’t want you or Aunt to worry about me.’

‘Be as late as you like, my dear … have a good time while you can. Got a key?’

‘Yes, I have, Uncle!’

‘Then let yourself in. We won’t wait up. Trust you, you know, Mary. You’re a good girl … know you wouldn’t get up to any mischief. Got a pretty dress to wear?’

‘Yes, Uncle Tom … the one you gave me last Christmas … it’s my favourite dress and I feel good in it.’

‘Well, buy yourself something else with this … stockings or bag or whatever you want!’ Her Uncle gave her a five pound note. ‘And Mary?’

‘Yes, Uncle?’

‘If you find you like the chap, ask him back to dinner here one evening next week … like to meet him if you think so much of him —’

‘But I never said —’

‘No, but you look!’ her Uncle teased her as he had been used to do when she was a little girl.

She flung her arms round him and kissed him on his cheek.

‘I’m so happy … and so lucky to have you!’ she sighed.

‘And we’re lucky to have you, my dear!’ her Uncle said thoughtfully. ‘Don’t forget that. You’ve been a good girl … always, and anything we’ve ever done for you, you’ve more than repaid with what you have done for us. If you’d been our own daughter, you couldn’t have done more. Now, what about the dessert? Aren’t we having any today?’

After lunch, Mary took Jackie in his large push-chair for a walk in the gardens. Although it was November, the sun shone and there were plenty of children about. Mary and Jackie knew most of them for she brought him here nearly every day and the smaller children, having had their questions about ‘the big boy in the pram’ satisfactorily explained by their Nannies or parents, accepted him as being on their own level, and always came up to talk to him or catch the ball he would throw out of his pram with huge delight.

They fed the ducks on the ornamental pond and made their way home. As Mary unlocked the front door, she found herself hesitating to go in. Suppose there had been a telephone message for her to say Paul couldn’t come? Only last week she had been in torment because the phone did not ring for her. Now she feared the opposite.

‘Oh, don’t let there be a baby now!’ she prayed silently.
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