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Chapter 1

The moth, which had been clattering frantically inside his lampshade for the last ten minutes, suddenly dropped onto the open page of his book and lay there stunned, only a slight questing of the antennae showing that it was still alive. Because he was enjoying the book, Oliver went on reading until he came to the words which the moth obscured. He was just going to lift the book to shake it out of the window, when his eye was caught by the pattern on its wings and the needless perfection of its unimportant little body.

It was lying with wings half spread, the corners of the lower ones just showing inside the upper. They appeared to be made up of thousands of tiny fibres, weaving a pattern in browns and fawns that was like a priceless shawl or a piece of tapestry. At the edges, which were shaped like shells, with a tuft of down between each scallop, the fibres blended into a frieze of darker brown, which was continued at exactly the same point on the lower wings, so that when the two were spread the pattern would be continuous. This moth, which had seemed such a nuisance when it was trying to batter itself to death round his light, was really a show-piece, a miracle of skilled craftsmanship prodigally squandered on a single night’s existence. (Was it only a single night? He must get someone to bring him a book on moths from the library. It would be a fascinating study on these September nights under the open window.)

If this pattern had been on a shawl or tapestry, it would have taken months or years of painful, eye-straining toil. It might have been someone’s life-work, someone who would go blind over it and die without ever knowing that it was destined to endure and be treasured for hundreds of years. But Nature, who could mass-produce this kind of thing millions of times a day, could afford to squander it on an ephemeral thing like a moth, which, far from being treasured, was discouraged with camphor and closed windows. This moth, in fact, Oliver thought, was very lucky to be getting so much attention.

It had a velvet head and a dusty body. Its tail was a sandy tuft of finest hairs. Incredible that anything so soft could make such a metallic clatter against the ceiling and the parchment lampshade. It seemed to be rested now and was starting to weave its head about as if it meant to take off. Oliver lifted his book and shook it out of the window. Perversely, the moth clung. He slapped the book underneath, and then it was gone, although it would probably come in again to join the rest of the suicidal company whirring and slapping about his bedside light. Something horrid fell onto his sheet and crouched there, looking at him. It was a greenish-black flying beetle, with patent-leather scales, and claws, and a malevolent, hooded head. Moths were all right, but things like this were the drawback of having one’s bed under the open window. He shook the sheet and it bounced into the air and fell on its back on the polished bedside table, where it squirmed, helpless as a sheep, with all its legs going in a frenzy of useless effort. He watched it until its agitations took it to the edge of the table and it fell off.

Glancing at the clock, he saw that he had frittered away nearly half an hour on moths and beetles. Before this new phase of his life, he had never had much time for idle musing. Thoughts which occurred to him he voiced in the first words that came into his head. Aspects of nature or the human character were noted by his mind only en passant. Their impact might be provocative enough at the moment and give rise to lively emotions or the embryo of an idea, but there was always something else clamouring for attention, and he passed on, dropping the thought undeveloped, like a new-born chick fallen from its nest. He realised now how much his superficial eye had missed and was surprised to find that his mind had nevertheless recorded and stored away many things behind his back. Now that retrospection was one of his favourite ways of passing the time, he often found himself remembering things of which at the time he had been only half aware.

If anyone had told him in the old days that it was possible to spend half an hour quite happily in contemplation of the veining on a rose petal or the pattern of a moth’s wing, he would have dismissed it as not for him. Yogis and poets and philosophers did it no doubt, but not active young men who found it difficult to sit still long enough to see a play through to its end. It was different now. He had got past the time of fret and exasperation, of refusal to relax and resign himself. He had gone through all that in hospital: nights and nights of lying fiddling with the sheet, with his mind going round like a caged squirrel, lighting one cigarette after another, following the night nurse with wide-open eyes, until at last, as much in exasperation for herself as in pity for him, she would give him the tablets from which he was supposed to have been weaned. He did not want them anyway. What use were they, he would argue in a cross mutter, which would make her glance apprehensively at the other sleeping patients. Oh, certainly, they made you sleep, but everything was twice as bad in the morning when realisation, absent at the first moment of waking, came rushing back with the increased momentum of distance. On top of which, you had a headache and a taste in the mouth.

His transition to this comparatively contented, contemplative state had been so gradual that it was hard to say just how it had come about. It had crept on him with the lessening in intensity and frequency of his attacks of pain. When it was possible to be comfortable in one position for more than five minutes, it also became possible to read more than one chapter of a book at a time. As his preoccupation with himself diminished, he began to take a sympathetic interest in the working of someone else’s mind, instead of becoming so irritated that he wanted only to have the author standing on the other side of the ward so that he might sling the book at his head. He went back, distrustfully at first and then with growing enthusiasm, to authors to whom he had thought himself permanently antagonised at school. He discovered that Shakespeare, Dickens, Thackeray and Stevenson could transfigure the dreary waste between lunch and tea in which everyone but he seemed able to sleep. He had held out for a long time against Jane Austen, whom he had mistrusted ever since he had seen a performance of Pride and Prejudice at his sisters’ school. He was reading Emma now, and the moth had fallen onto a piece of Woodhouse hypochondria.

He was just going to pursue this, when the door in the shadows on the other side of the room opened and his mother came in with his hot milk on a tray. She was a specialist in things like laying tables and arranging trays and dishing up delicate little helpings in separate dishes. It took time, but she did it quite beautifully: a spotless tray-cloth, glass, china and silver polished to the last degree of sparkle, nothing forgotten, hot things sizzling and cold things iced, not too much of anything but more in the kitchen, butter not in a lump but in dewy curls, the morning paper crisp and unfolded instead of inside out with a smear of marmalade on it from someone else’s breakfast. Often there were flowers—a few pansies, or a sprig of stock, or one perfect rose in the little cut-glass vase she kept especially for Oliver’s tray.

Whenever possible, she liked to bring him his meals herself. She did not trust anyone, even the nurse, to do it properly, and if she went out to lunch, her enjoyment of it was quite spoiled by the thought of Oliver’s. If Mrs. Cowlin was ever left in charge, the poor woman was so frightened by all the instructions and warnings she had received that it seemed she would never get from the door to the bed without dropping the tray. She always forgot something, and went scurrying out for it in terror, to come creeping back with the knife, or mustard, or whatever it was, held placatingly out before her. Oliver’s sisters forgot things too, but would suggest hopefully how he could manage without. “You can stir your coffee with the handle of the jam spoon, can’t you, Ollie? And have you got a hankie? I’ve forgotten your napkin.”

His mother came heavily and carefully across the room carrying the glass of milk on a little round tray with a lace cloth. She never came blunderingly, like Violet, with a cracked cup slopping into an odd saucer, or hastily, like Heather, as if she grudged the time, with a glass only half full of milk only half warm.

“Nearly time to settle, darling,” Mrs. North said, using a word from his childhood, “Is there anything you want?” She put down the milk, picked up his empty coffee-cup and stood over him, watching him, stouter than ever in the dress into which she liked to change for dinner: sea-green silk, with bands of large white flowers running round all the ellipses of her body. She wore rimless pince-nez on a thin gold chain hooked behind one ear, and her grey hair, which was very mauve when she first came back from the hairdressers, but faded to a pleasing tint as the week went by, was swept smartly across the back of her head into a wig-like arrangement of waves and curls. Although she had lived twenty years in England, she still would have passed unnoticed among a crowd of matrons in her native Philadelphia.

“Is there anything you want?” she repeated. “Did Sandy leave you quite comfortable before she went?”

“Yes, thanks. I think I’ll read a bit longer.”

“Well, don’t settle late, dear. Oh, these awful moths! Don’t they drive you crazy? Let me shut the window.”

“No, please, Ma.” He lifted a hand nervously as she bent forward. The thought of anyone leaning over his bed made him shrink with the fear of being hurt. “I can shut it myself if I want to. I’m not quite paralysed, you know.”

“You must remember what Hugo said about the least possible movement. I don’t trust you entirely. Goodness knows what you get up to when you’re alone in here.”

“Oh, of course, I get up and dance round the room. You ought to look through the keyhole some time.”

“I’m sure you do too much. You hardly ever ring your bell for anything. I don’t know what you think I gave it you for.”

“I hate that bell,” he said shortly.

“Well, for Heaven’s sakes, darling, why? It’s a very charming bell.” She picked it up and rang it. “It’s a cow-bell; one of the girls brought it back that time we went to Davos.”

“I don’t know—it’s silly, I suppose. I just hate it.”

“There’s that dinner-bell we used to use when we had a parlour-maid. You could have that if you like. Or maybe we could have someone come out and fix you an electric buzzer.”

“No, Ma, thanks, it isn’t that. It isn’t the bell, it’s any bell. I just hate the idea of lying here and summoning people like a sultan clapping his hands.”

“But that’s ridiculous, dear. How are we to know when you want anything? Of course, we know you’re very sweet and considerate, but we all understand, and you must too, that you mustn’t do one thing for yourself, not one thing. You’re the most important person in this house. I want you to have everything. I only wish there were more I could do …” Her round, powdered chin quivered in its bed of soft flesh, her busy, decisive mouth weakened.

Oliver put out a hand. “You do too much already,” he said. “Forget about the bell; I was only drivelling.”

The door opened just far enough to admit the craven face of Mrs. Cowlin, her cobweb of hair tied round with a baby blue ribbon. “Oh, pardon,” she breathed. “I thought I heard the Major’s bell.”

“You took long enough to answer it,” said Mrs. North, her self-control immediately restored by the necessity for militant action against inefficiency. “I’m sorry, but I rang the bell by mistake. It’s all right; he doesn’t want anything.” Mrs. Cowlin blinked and withdrew her head, shutting the door so that it opened again in a moment.

Mrs. North gave a little click of impatience. “If it wasn’t for her husband being such a fine man, I don’t believe I could put up with that half-wit much longer.” She still said things like half-wit sometimes. “Still, we wouldn’t get anyone else, and she never minds what you ask her to do. She seems quite to enjoy unstopping the scullery sink. Which reminds me, I must go back and see what she’s broken. I heard an almighty crash a short while back.” She bent to kiss him, smelling of face-creams and Turkish cigarettes. “Don’t settle too late,” she repeated. “Remember you’ve got an exciting day tomorrow.”

An exciting day? Oh yes, of course, his new nurse was coming tomorrow. “I wonder what she’s like. I bet she’s even uglier than old Sandy.”

“If she knows her job half as well I shan’t mind,” said his mother. “Anyway, Hugo seemed to think her all right when he saw her in town.”

“If she’s gummy and arch, and says: ‘Bottoms up’ when she wants to rub my back, I shall sling her out,” Oliver said.

“Yes, dear, of course,” said his mother soothingly. It didn’t do for him to get too lively at bedtime. She moved towards the door. “Good night again, and—you’ll ring the bell if you can’t sleep, won’t you?”

“You bet,” Oliver grinned. “And listen!” he called after her, as she opened the door. “Don’t forget this new nurse is going to be as much yours as mine. I’m not going to have her here if she doesn’t help you in the house. I hardly need a nurse now, anyway; it’s ridiculous having one at all.”

“Now, Oliver.” His mother paused in the doorway, silhouetted in the light from the hall. “Don’t be that way. Of course she’s going to help in the house, she knows that; but not until she’s done everything possible for you. Just you don’t forget what I told you: you’re the most important person in this house. And she’d better not either,” she added grimly, as she went out.

There had been a time when Oliver’s mood of self-pity and invalid absorption would have fed on remarks like that. They simply irked him now. It was the same with the bell. He hated it because it emphasised his dependence. If he wanted anything, he put off ringing it as long as possible; but if nobody happened to come in and he had to ring it, he always imagined people looking up irritated from whatever they were doing, and someone getting up with a what-does-he-want-now expression, which they would try to fight down on the way to his room.

When he turned out the light, the scents of the country night outside the window seemed to grow stronger. Funny how you always got this extra wave of tree and flower smells with the first breath taken in in the dark. It even happened in London. He could remember when he was a boy, in that house they had had when they first came back from America, how when he turned out the light and stood at the window of his little room that was like a passage, he could suddenly smell the sooty plane-tree bark and the bitter leaves, turning and glistening under the gas lamp.

His bed was level with the window-sill, so that even after he had thrown out two of his pillows, in defiance of orders to sleep propped up, he could see out of the open casement. There was no moon tonight, and the hump of the hill in the meadow opposite, with its mushroom of oaks and beeches on top, was darker than the sky. His room was on the ground floor, so that he could smell the grass of the lawn only a few feet below him. His bed was built into the window recess, occupying the whole bay like a wide window-seat, so that one of the small side windows formed its head. Through the window at the foot, half obscured by the hump of the cradle that kept the bedclothes off his leg, he could see the line of elms on the western boundary of their land, their rounded tops shaped like cloud masses. In the gap between them and the sentinel poplar in Fred’s cottage garden a pale-green streak showed where the sunset had been.

The position of his bed, as Nurse Sanderson had frequently remarked, was inconvenient for nursing, but Oliver had decided when they brought him home that he wanted it like that, so his mother had had it done and told Sandy that she must put up with it, just as she would tell this new nurse. She would probably tell her before she had a chance to complain. Mrs. North was a great believer in getting her word in first.

Oliver hoped the nurse would not come too late tomorrow. He would not let his mother or his sisters do much for him. They usually hurt him, because they were as afraid to touch him as he was of their touch.

An owl screeched suddenly and Oliver’s toes twitched. Would they never stop itching and twitching and feeling heat and cold? It would spoil his attraction for young David if they did, and he might not come to visit him so often. There was a distinct fascination about an uncle who could wiggle toes that were not there.


Chapter 2

Elizabeth Gray arrived before lunch. Oliver saw her from his bedroom window. Mrs. North had taken her out through the drawing-room on to the stone steps which joined the two levels of lawn at the back of the house, and was pointing things out to her. Soon she would bring her in and show her Oliver, as she was now showing her the rose garden, and the neglected tennis court, and the fruit cage, and the herd of Herefords in the dip below the ha-ha wall, and the clump of trees on the hill-top where the Roman camp had been.

Thank goodness this girl was not going to crackle round him in hospital armour. Sandy had worn a mauve dress stiff as cardboard, a straining apron encircled by a belt with a vast buckle like a portcullis, and an outsize Army square which caught on beams and was whipped off her head if she ventured outside on a windy day.

Elizabeth wore a white overall with a half-belt nipping in her neat waist at the back, light stockings and a little perky American cap on the back of her fair hair. His mother was wearing her second-best corsets, Oliver noticed. She really should have worn her best under that grey jersey suit, but she kept them for social occasions. She wore a purple and green scarf tied in a big bow under her chins and her thick legs in grey silk stockings ran straight as tree trunks into high-heeled crocodile shoes, which made dents in the damp lawn. After fifteen years, she was still no more congruous in the country than a week-end visitor. He thought of calling out for her to bring the girl over to the window to be introduced, but decided not to spoil her pleasure in doing things in their right order. She would make quite a little ceremony of bringing Elizabeth into his room, leading her forward by the hand and saying: “This is your new nurse. This is my son—Oliver, whom you’re going to look after for me.” She had probably planned it out last night while she was doing her hair. This was the time when she laid most of her plans and did what she called her Figuring. Often, after she had kissed him good night, she would come in again in her quilted satin dressing-gown with a comb in her hand and some of her hair pinned flat to her head, to tell him something she had just thought of. Looking up from his book, he would agree, and ten minutes later she would be back again with a bit more of her hair in curls and an alternative idea.

“Don’t read too long,” she would say going out, and he would say: “Just going to finish this chapter,” and probably go on reading for another hour. Sometimes, when she drew back the curtains in her bedroom, she would see his light shining on to the lawn and would come down again to see whether he had gone to sleep with the lamp on.

He hoped they would come in soon. He was very uncomfortable. There were crumbs in his bed and his dressing wanted changing and the pillow in the small of his back had knotted itself into a hard lump. Heather had washed him after breakfast with a too dry sponge which did not rinse off all the soap, and Violet, coming in later, had set up his shaving things for him on the bed-table and had spilt some water which had now soaked right through the blankets and sheet to his pyjamas. He would also like to know what was for lunch before he started on the chocolate Bob had sent him from America.

When his mother turned to come indoors, she waved and smiled in his direction, although she could not see him behind the mullions of the open casement. When she was working in the garden or sitting in a deck-chair under the cedar, she would look up from time to time and wave to show him he was not forgotten.

She said something to Elizabeth, who also looked towards him. He was too far away to see her features, but the general effect was not unpleasing. Good.

When she came into his room, he saw that she had china-blue eyes in a smooth, well-mannered face, neither pretty nor plain, but strangely unanimated. Yet it was not a lethargic face; it was alert and intelligent and healthy, but controlled beyond its youth.

“This is your new nurse, darling,” said Mrs. North. “Elizabeth Gray. This is my son—Oliver. You’re going to look after him for us, aren’t you?” Elizabeth stepped forward, avoiding, either by accident or deliberately, the hand with which Mrs. North was going to lead her up to the bed.

“How do you do?” she said politely, with a professional glance at the untidily made bed, the arrangement of the pillows and the plaster on Oliver’s chest where it showed under the open neck of his pyjamas. Being in bed gave you an advantage over people, Oliver always thought. Simply by turning your head, you could follow them as they moved about the room, conscious of your eyes. It was rather like being royalty. You waited at your ease for them to come to you, so much less at their ease because you were in bed and there was that hump under the quilt, which they were not sure whether they ought to notice or not. Even people whom he knew quite well were embarrassed when they first came to see him.

This girl seemed completely self-possessed, but of course she was used to seeing people in bed and to humps under quilts. They smiled at each other gravely, summing one another up, wondering how they were going to like seeing so much of each other.

“You’ll find me an awful fraud,” said Oliver. “Nothing wrong with me. I’m afraid I’m a dead loss as a case, but I don’t suppose a bit of a rest will do you any harm.”

“Now, Oliver,” said Mrs. North hastily, terrified that he might give the girl the wrong ideas, “don’t talk like that. It’s no use your pretending you can do things for yourself, because you know quite well you can’t. Miss Gray isn’t going to think you lazy or spoiled. She’s a nurse and she knows what a man with a heart may and mayn’t do. We’ve had a long talk about you already and I’ve explained your condition exactly, so you needn’t start trying to muddle her.” She turned to Elizabeth. “I told you, didn’t I? A shell splinter just grazed the outer muscle of the heart. They say it’s healing all right at last, but of course the least exertion …”

Elizabeth, who had formed her own opinion of the case long ago from her interview with Oliver’s doctor, listened politely to what they both had to say, and when Mrs. North at last decided to go and finish off the lunch, set about making Oliver comfortable as surely and successfully as if she had been nursing him for weeks.

.…

It was a lovely afternoon. The sun, which had been in and out of clouds all morning, was standing in a clear blue sky by the time it reached the spot above the hill from where it shone on to his bed. The autumn and spring suns were better than the high suns of midsummer, which were only at the right angle for his low old window in the early morning and in the evening. This sun could shine into his room from two o’clock until it set behind the elms.

“Going out this afternoon?” he asked Elizabeth, when she came to fetch his coffee-cup. “Wish I could show you round. It’s rather a nice old place. We rent out most of the land and the farm buildings now, but Fred won’t mind where you go. Fred Williams—he’s our tenant. He lives in that cottage you can see by the poplar over there. My eldest sister works for him. D’you like farms? There’s a couple of cart foals in the paddock by the front drive, they tell me, that might appeal to you. Don’t worry about me if you want to go out. I shan’t want a thing. Never do.”

“I might go out perhaps,” said Elizabeth, “when I’ve done the washing up.”

“Don’t let them work you too hard. I warn you, my mother is one of these people who would die at the sink sooner than leave the plates till tomorrow.”

He spoke lightly, but Elizabeth answered quite seriously, “It’s specified as part of my job that I should help in the house. Mrs. North has drawn me up a time-table so that I can fit that in with my nursing.” She pulled a typed sheet of paper out of her pocket and showed it to Oliver.

He laughed. “Isn’t that typical? Every minute of the day accounted for, my poor Nurse Gray. ‘Off Duty: 2.30–4.30.’ You’ll find yourself going down to the village then to do some shopping and catch the London post. You wait. What’s this? ‘Household chores!’” He laughed again. “How the woman harks back to Ardmore, Pa. ‘9 a.m.: Major North’s breakfast. 9.15: Make beds with me upstairs. 10 a.m: Major North’s dressing.’ How the devil does she know when I want my dressing done? ‘11.1: Help Mrs Cowlin prepare lunch, when I’m not doing it. Listen for Major North’s bell—’ Look here, I never ring my bell. You can cut that out.” He rummaged on his bedside table for a pencil and Elizabeth stepped forward quickly and handed it to him. He scored heavily through a line.

“Thanks. I say,” he said, reading on, “I hope you don’t think we’re expecting too much. It looks an awful lot set down like this but half the things aren’t necessary, and when you shake down and sort of get into the hang of things here, it’ll boil down a bit.”

“It seems quite all right, thank you,” said Elizabeth, taking back the paper, folding it neatly and putting it back into her pocket. It would help a


































































































































































































A Note on the Author

Great granddaughter to Charles Dickens, Monica (1915–1992) was born into an upper middle class family. Disillusioned with the world in which she was brought up, she acted out – she was expelled from St Paul’s Girls’ School in London for throwing her school uniform over Hammersmith Bridge. Dickens then decided to go into service, despite coming from the privileged class; her experiences as a cook and general servant would form the nucleus of her first book, One Pair Of Hands, published in 1939.



Dickens married an American Navy officer, Roy O. Stratton, and spent much of her adult life in Massachusetts and Washington D.C., but she continued to set the majority of her writing in Britain. No More Meadows, which she published in 1953, reflected her work with the NSPCC – she later helped to found the American Samaritans in Massachusetts. Between 1970 and 1971 she wrote a series of children’s books known as The Worlds End Series which dealt with rescuing animals and, to some extent, children. After the death of her husband in 1985, Dickens returned to England where she continued to write until her death aged 77.
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