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1


Lower Beeches lay sleeping in the afternoon sunshine as Tamily made her way up the flagged path and through the white gate on to the rough lane which wound past the church to Allenton Manor. As she reached Ten Acre Paddock she stopped and looked back at her home with curious intensity.


The farmhouse was only just visible through the dark green yews in the churchyard; it was a dull red, the red tiled roof and the old bricks merging together to give the soft mellowness of antiquity. She loved the house. Even now she could never quite believe that it was her own.


She shivered as a sudden breeze blew up from the stream, ruffling her brown hair. She pulled the white cardigan closer round her shoulders and her mouth tightened with momentary unhappiness. It was wrong to feel cold on this hot August afternoon; wrong to feel unhappy when she had so much for which to be grateful.


Tamily began to walk on slowly, her feet in the white toeless sandals scuffing up the dust. She ought to hurry, but somehow she was not looking forward to the usual Wednesday tea with Jess. She was afraid her mother would see in her eyes that something was wrong; see and ask questions Tamily couldn’t answer …


Her mind swung back through the years, remembering how as a little girl she had first come to live at the Manor when her mother took a job as housekeeper to Lord and Lady Allenton.


Dick Allenton and his sister Mercia had been young children then. Those childhood years, spent in this beautiful place, had been the happiest Tamily had ever known. Sadness had not been part of her life until she began to grow up and had fallen in love with Dick …


‘Dick! Dick!’ she thought. ‘Our marriage was going to be so perfect … so wonderful. I was so happy …’


But first there had been the unhappy years when Dick had been at Oxford. Dick had been so young, and she, his childhood companion, could hardly have expected him to see her as a woman deeply in love with him. In fact, she had gone to impossible lengths to keep him from guessing. All the same, it hurt somewhere deep down inside that she had never loved anyone else but him and he had fallen in love three times, with Sylvia, Dorice and Anthea.


Deliberately she cut off the memory. It was the future she must guard against, not the past. The past included poor Mercia’s death … Mercia whom they all still missed and whose grave was always beautifully tended and bedecked with flowers. Once a week Tamily came to the graveyard to renew the flowers, bringing Mercia’s little daughter, now three, with her. They had named the baby after her mother and little Mercia was now hers and Dick’s adopted child. She called them Mummy and Daddy, but Tamily used to talk to her about her mother, calling her ‘Your first mummy’, so that the child should not forget. No one wished to forget Mercia, who had been all goodness, all sweetness, and whose death had been an unforgettable tragedy for them all.


Yet somehow, even in her death, Mercia had brought happiness to them. It was her death which had brought Dick to Tamily’s side, to the awareness at long last that he loved her. And it had given them the baby they both loved now as much as they would their own.


‘I’ve been so lucky!’ Tamily thought as she began to hurry towards the drive up to Allenton Manor. Dick’s father had given them Lower Beeches and fifty acres of farmland for a wedding present and his mother had given them enough money to have the old farmhouse beautifully restored. Tamily’s mother had insisted upon paying for her only daughter’s wedding in the old family church on the estate and it was as lavish as Mercia’s had been when she married Keith.


The only thing they had lacked was capital for Dick to start farming. How angry and resentful he had been! It had taken all Tamily’s tact to make him see that his father had already been more than generous and to expect more was quite unfair.


Dick’s face had been flushed and angry as he retorted:


‘Father wouldn’t even miss the money, Tammy. It’s because he’s still hoping I’ll go in for politics; it’s his kind of blackmail. I’m forced to get a job now whether I want it or not.’


Tammy understood his disappointment. He had finished his term at Oxford and got the first in history his father had wanted. Now, to have the farm, the land and no money to start it, was almost worse than having nothing. He was so near to achieving his dream, she understood his frustration.


But Lord Allenton had his reasons and Tamily could see his point of view even if Dick refused to do so. The old man had said:


‘Dick’s always had everything drop into his lap, Tamily. It’s not good for him to have life so easy. He’s spoilt and that’s the truth of the matter. Now he has you—a young wife he’s really done nothing at all to deserve—and it is high time he grew up. One day everything I have will be Dick’s. Before I die I want to be sure that he is responsible enough to take over from me.’


In a way Dick’s father was right, although his methods might seem a bit harsh. Dick was spoilt. It was so hard not to spoil him; not just hard for her, who loved him so much—but for his mother, for Jess, his friends; everyone loved him. He was good-looking, charming, gay, full of fun and as good with his brain as he was with his hands. The gods had been kind when they had fashioned Dick, and now, for the first time in his life, he was denied something he badly wanted.


‘Let him make his own money, Tamily!’ Lord Allenton had said quietly. ‘He’s very young—he has time on his side. Once he has made enough, he can chuck up his job and start farming if he wishes.’


‘And so, by God, I will!’ Dick had said furiously. ‘I’ll show him he can’t dictate to me. He’s treating me as if I were a kid!’


Tears came suddenly into Tamily’s eyes, blurring her vision of the beautiful old manor house which she was now approaching. Although she was far too loyal to admit the truth even to her own mother, she knew now, after three years of marriage, that Lord Allenton was right. Dick was still a child. Somehow he was like a kind of Peter Pan. He wouldn’t—or couldn’t—grow up!


She brushed her hand quickly across her eyes, and as she did so she saw her mother walking towards her. Watching her as she approached, Tamily was suddenly aware of her mother’s stooped back and ageing appearance.


‘She’s getting old!’ she thought with dismay. Quickly she forced a smile to her mouth. Whatever happened, Jess must not find out that her marriage to Dick was anything but blissful.


Jess’s life had been one of complete self-sacrifice, devoted to making her daughter happy. She had asked nothing more and, in return for their acceptance of Tamily as one of their own family, she had given a life-time of devoted service to Lord and Lady Allenton. Although she was still officially their housekeeper, she was now in a very privileged position where she was acting more as companion to Lady Allenton. There was a cook and two other servants who did most of the work inside the house. Jess’s life was comparatively easy and very comfortable now. She was free any afternoon to come down to Tamily’s house and have tea with her and baby Mercia, whom she adored.


‘Darling, you’re late! Nothing wrong at home?’ the older woman asked as she bent and kissed Tamily’s cheek.


‘No, of course not! I think I was just being lazy and forgot the time!’ Tamily said quickly. She linked her arm in her mother’s and they walked together towards the house.


‘Mercia’s all right?’


‘Fine! She’s spending the afternoon with the Jeffries. She and little Robin get on so well and she loves going to tea there.’


They walked round the side of the house to the terrace overlooking the rose garden. Tea was laid out waiting for them. Tamily sat down in one of the comfortable lounge chairs and her mother poured out the tea.


‘Mercia is so like her mother!’ Jess said. ‘Every time I see her she seems to grow more and more like her; same soft hair and blue eyes; same delicate features; although, of course, little Mercia is as strong as a horse.’


‘Wiry! That’s what Dr Parker calls her!’ Tamily said smiling. ‘But she is like Mercia to look at, I agree. I think that’s why Dick loves her so much. He dotes on the child and spoils her terribly. I have to be pretty firm with her and it isn’t always easy when Dick lets her get away with murder.’


‘He ought not to do that,’ Jess said thoughtfully. ‘A three-year-old isn’t able to understand two sets of rules. You ought to have a word with Dick about it—tell him he must back you up over the rules you lay down for the child.’


Tamily nodded, taking the cup of tea from her mother’s hands and sipping it thoughtfully. She wasn’t going to admit that there had already been words—several angry scenes, to be precise—over young Mercia. Dick refused to appreciate the need for any kind of discipline.


‘After all, Tammy, she’s only three! Great Scott, if a father can’t spoil his daughter when she’s not much bigger than a grasshopper when can he spoil her?’


‘Never, if you want to do what’s best for her!’ Tammy had said quietly. ‘Don’t you see, Dick, that she has got to learn the rules: bedtime at six and saying “Please” and “Thank you”—she’s got to learn that kind of thing just the same way we had to.’


But Dick refused to see her point of view—or else chose to ignore it. It was easy to see why—the tiny fair-haired child was highly intelligent and she knew only too well that she could twist Dick round her little finger. Whatever command Tamily gave her which she did not like she would reply:


‘Daddy let me! I want Daddy.’


It wasn’t fair—to her or to Mercia.


Tammy tried to curb her own impatience. She made herself remember that Dick had always blamed himself for his sister’s death, although no one else blamed him. Because he had taken the family chauffeur away from the premises when Mercia’s baby had been about to arrive, her husband, Keith, had had to go for the nurse. It was not Dick’s fault the roads had been wet, not his fault the car had skidded and Keith had been killed. Yet he had always blamed himself, knowing, as they all did, that Mercia had not wanted to recover after the birth of her baby, preferring to join Keith whom she’d loved so much. Mercia had wanted to die and only Dick insisted that it was all his fault. Not that he ever spoke of it now; maybe he’d forgotten, buried the feeling of guilt somewhere in his subconscious. But Tammy felt sure this was the reason he could not bring himself to deny anything to the baby girl who looked so like his sister.


‘How’s Dick? I haven’t seen him for nearly two weeks.’


Tamily’s face was bent over her tea-cup.


‘He’s fine! He was down last weekend but there wasn’t much time to come over here. You see, he couldn’t get away until after lunch Saturday and he had to be back at the flat Sunday night.’


‘I expect you miss him!’


‘Well, in a way, of course! But I’m getting used to it!’ Tamily lied hurriedly. As if she would ever get used to being separated from him, even for five days. If it weren’t for Mercia she would have gone up to London with him, much as she hated the idea of living in Town.


‘He seems to be doing very well. Lord Allenton was telling me the senior partner thinks very highly of him. And he’s only twenty-five. It’s amazing. I never thought Dick had it in him to make a successful stockbroker—of all things!’


But Tamily was not surprised at Dick’s success. She knew the force of angry determination which urged him to work like a black at a job he had never wanted. She knew, none better, how easily he could charm people, lead them, persuade them; laugh away their fears or disagreements. Whatever field he had decided to take up, Dick would succeed. Failure was a word unknown to him.


Yet their marriage was beginning to fail …


‘No!’ She spoke the thought aloud and her mother looked at her in surprise.


‘No? No what?’


Tamily bit her lip. She put her empty tea-cup back on the table and said lightly:


‘I just meant that Dick and stockbroking don’t seem to go together. He’s always wanted to be a farmer.’


Jess looked at her daughter with dawning unease. There was something restrained about Tamily; something she could not put a name to but which she sensed was different. Not that Tamily was ever a noisy, extroverted child. But during the first year or so of her marriage to Dick she had had a glowing radiance and was so obviously rapturously happy. Now she was suddenly too quiet and there was no laughter in her eyes.


‘Tam, darling, you would tell me if there was something wrong? Are you missing Dick very much? If that’s it why don’t you go and live in the flat with him? You know I’d have Mercia here during the week and she could be with you weekends. She’d be perfectly happy with me.’


Tamily shifted in her chair, keeping her face averted from her mother’s eyes.


Yes, Mercia would be happy enough. Lord and Lady Allenton adored their little grand-daughter and Jess had always been wonderful with children. But Dick had been dead set against the idea.


For the first eighteen months of their marriage he had travelled up and down to London every day. No matter how late at night, he had always come home. However long the day for her, there were always the nights in their big four-poster bed to look forward to. But as Dick had become caught up in his work he’d found the daily commuting more and more trying. Once or twice he spoke of getting a flat in Town, but they simply could not afford it and Dick was certainly not going to ask his father for money. Then he had been offered a flat by a friend and had jumped at the chance.


There were times when sheer tiredness made him irritable and she had needed all her tact and patience and love to keep from having headlong arguments with him. Dick would always ‘win’ any arguments they had because in the end Tamily gave way. She preferred to give in than maintain her own point of view at the too heavy price of being alienated from him. She couldn’t bear Dick’s anger. She couldn’t bear the nights when he would lie on his side of the bed, refusing to talk to her; to kiss her good night. Inevitably she would lean closer to him, searching for his hand, saying gently:


‘I’m sorry, darling. Don’t let’s quarrel about it. I don’t really mind if that’s what you want.’


Once he had turned and said:


‘Well, for God’s sake, you should mind. You haven’t any spirit, Tam; no backbone. You’re weak!’


She had been dreadfully hurt, even though she knew his accusation was only part true. She was weak where his love for her was in jeopardy. Love would always come first. She would give up anything to keep Dick’s love and be glad to do so. This was something she couldn’t explain to him in words and which he couldn’t understand.


Mostly he accepted her surrender with a quick change of mood.


‘There’s my girl!’ he’d say, pulling her into his arms and kissing her with quick, ready passion. His physical need of her was never far from the surface and Tamily gloried in the perfection of their love-making. In this at least Dick was all hers. Even now, after nearly three years of marriage, Dick wanted her as much as he had in the first weeks of their honeymoon. But now it had begun to seem as if it were only in bed that they could agree.


Tamily hated the flat; hated the colleague who had first offered it to Dick for a nominal rent as he, himself, was going abroad for a year. Dick had not told Tamily about it until it was all fixed. Then he had announced his plans casually.


‘It’s just the job, Tam. Bedroom, kitchen and bathroom and a minute sitting-room, and all for a quid a week. Thank God for no more 8.15. I think I’d have gone mad if I’d had to catch that blasted train many more mornings.’


‘But, Dick, if there’s only one room where will Mercia sleep? You’ll want the sitting-room for your work and …’


Dick was staring at her in frowning surprise.


‘It’s not a family flat, Tam. It’s not much bigger than a large box, in fact. You and Mercia can stay on here and I’ll come down weekends.’


Even Dick could not fail to notice the look on her face. He had put an arm round her and hugged her.


‘It’ll only be four nights a week, Tam. I can go up on the 8.15 Monday mornings and I’ll be down again Friday night. Really, darling, it’ll be far easier all round. Don’t look so miserable.’


For one of the few times in her life she had openly expressed her need of him.


‘But, Dick, I don’t want to live apart from you all week. I don’t want to stay here alone with Mercia. I want to be with you.’


Dick patted her arm.


‘Now don’t be silly, Tam. You know very well we hardly see each other in the week, anyway, with me getting home so late. As to you being alone, why, there’s Jess just up the road and Mother and Father and all our friends.’


But she wanted to be with him and it had hurt her beyond measure that he had not wanted it equally.


‘You know London wouldn’t suit Mercia. We’ve got to think of her. Besides, darling, you’d hate leaving Lower Beeches. You know you would.’


Yes, she would have hated leaving her home. She loved the old farmhouse and spent hours cleaning and polishing until the place shone with the loving care she gave it. But she would have willingly exchanged it to be near Dick … and her mother would, as she had just said, have looked after Mercia.


For the first month Dick had come home Friday nights and caught the 8.15 back on Monday morning. The days and nights in between had been bearable. But then, as he was caught up in his work and attendant social gatherings, it had been lunchtime Saturday and a departure Sunday evening, leaving her only one whole day of his company.


Tamily tried not to complain; he was throwing himself into his work not just for his own but for both their sakes. If he made a success of this career it would mean he could start up the farm all the sooner and then he would never have to be away from her again. She told herself this over and over again, but it was not always as easy to remember, especially when Dick showed signs of enjoying the career he had taken up so unwillingly. He would tell her what he had been doing, parties he’d been to, people he had met with a bright, glowing interest that somehow left her, his wife, out in the cold.


He never suggested she should join him even for an occasional evening, and Tamily was too proud to ask. Only once, when she had gone up to London for a day’s shopping, she had asked Dick if he could take her out to lunch. He’d promised to do so, but when she’d called at the office he’d been full of apologies because Foster, the senior partner, was taking him to lunch with an important client and he had not liked to refuse.


Tamily tried to understand. She’d lunched alone at Lyons Corner House and talked herself into believing that she would have put Dick off at the last minute if her career had been at stake. But the truth of the matter was that Dick would always come first; he always had and he always would.


Tamily was intelligent enough to realize that it might be wiser to hide this complete devotion from her young husband. She knew that it sometimes irritated him because she never disagreed with him; never complained when he was short-tempered or forgetful. With a wry smile she recalled the occasion when he had forgotten her birthday, remembering it only at the week-end when he’d noticed the beautiful Queen Anne tallboy his father and mother had given her as a present.


‘For heaven’s sake, Tammy; why didn’t you remind me?’


‘I didn’t mind, darling!’ But, of course, she had been terribly hurt and Dick had known it.


‘I’d feel a lot better if you tore a few strips off!’ Dick said flatly. ‘You’re too long-suffering, Tam. I don’t know how you put up with me.’


‘I love you!’ she had told him softly. But instead of kissing her Dick had turned away and replied:


‘Sometimes I wonder if you don’t love me too much Tam. It isn’t good to be so dependent on someone else … It … it puts a kind of special responsibility on me which I don’t think I can cope with. And now I’ve hurt you …’


Tamily turned suddenly to her mother and said:


‘Is it possible to love someone too much, Mother?’


Jess looked surprised.


‘I shouldn’t think so … not if you are talking about real love. I think people who are very much in love can be too possessive, too demanding. But if you’re thinking of yourself, my dear, I don’t think there’s much you can do to change your nature. It’s always been that way between you and Dick, hasn’t it? Ever since you were children.’


‘Yes, always!’ Tamily said.


Jess watched her daughter’s hands twisting restlessly in her lap with increasing unease. Something was wrong. Young Dick away too much? Was he beginning to take his wife for granted?


Jess was very fond of Dick. She had known him since he was a boy in short trousers, and she was well aware of his faults as well as his virtues. But there was no real badness in him, only a thoughtlessness which had got him into scrapes as a child and which might now be causing difficulties in his marriage.


‘Dick not only loves you very much, Tamily, but he needs you, too. His temperament is like quicksilver and your calm dependable type of nature is just what he needs to anchor him.’


Tamily nodded. Privately she thought:


‘All the same, I sometimes wonder if Dick wants an anchor!’


But she put the thought away. Theirs was a wonderful marriage. Each knew the other so well there had been no difficult beginning period when they had had to discover each other as people. There had been only the joy of discovering their physical delight in one another and that had been completely perfect and satisfying to them both. It still was. Tamily never felt so completely sure of Dick’s love as she did in moments of love-making. Then he was all hers—body and soul, as the old song said.


‘You are quite a different person when you make love, Tam!’ he’d once told her. ‘It’s almost as if you were asleep at other times; you’re so quiet and restrained and controlled. But like this’ … he had touched her naked body with a kind of awe … ‘like this you are on fire and it sets me alight, too.’


Maybe she was too passive, too quiet, as a rule. But it wasn’t in her to be extroverted. The things she felt most deeply she hid inside herself. It was only with the act of love that she could really express all she felt; as if Dick freed her from that restraint he had tried to describe.


Tamily sighed and stretched her arms above her head. How stupid she was to feel so depressed when she had so much to be grateful for. Only three short years ago she had not even dared to hope that Dick might one day grow to love her. Now he was her husband; she had a beautiful home which one day Dick would live in all the time. They had Mercia, and once Dick had a bit of money behind him there would be children of their own, too. They had fifty acres of good land which was being cared for by Lord Allenton’s bailiff, Adam Bond. Under his management the land was prospering, and when Dick took over he would be off to a fine start.


And not only all this, but she lived near to her own much-loved mother and to her mother-in-law and father-in-law, who treated her with as much loving kindness as they had shown their daughter Mercia. Indeed, Lord Allenton was much nicer to her than to Dick, whom he persisted in calling ‘a spoiled young puppy’. But for Tamily, he said, he’d have turfed Dick out on his ear to rough it a bit after he’d finished at Oxford. But for all his apparent toughness with his son, Tamily knew the old man loved Dick dearly and wanted only what he thought would be good for him. Tamily could see both points of view. Dick had been born with a silver spoon in his mouth and in a way he was a little spoiled. But, equally, she could understand Dick’s resentment at being kept short of money when there was no need. Lord Allenton could certainly have afforded to lend them capital to start the farm. One day all his money would go to Dick, so why not now, when they both wanted to be together and fulfil Dick’s childhood dream? Lord Allenton was not a snob—he had no objection to Dick farming. It was simply that he intended to make him ‘stand on his own feet’, as he put it; and learn how ‘the other half lived’.


Tamily dropped a kiss on her mother’s grey head.


‘I’m just going to look in on Father!’ she said. ‘He’ll have had his nap now. I’ll come out and say goodbye before I go home.’


Jess watched her daughter’s slim young figure disappear through the french windows into the drawing-room. Her moment of worry passed. Tamily was not unhappy—and that was the only care she had in the world.


Lord Allenton was sitting at his desk in the study as Tamily entered. He looked with pleasure at his daughter-in-law. He was very, very fond of Tamily. She was a sensible, straight-forward, thoroughly nice girl and Dick was a lucky young devil to have such a wife. Pretty, too. She looked charming in a flowered cotton frock leaving her arms bare and darkly tanned by the sun. Strange to think that the little tomboy who had shinned up trees with Dick had blossomed into this rounded, lovely young woman.


She bent and kissed his cheek, her lips soft and warm against his dried-up old skin.


‘How nice you look, my dear. How are you?’


‘I’m fine, Father. Mercia sent you a kiss. She’s playing with little Robin Jeffries this afternoon, but I’m bringing her to tea here tomorrow.’


Lord Allenton nodded.


‘Sit down, Tamily. I’m rather glad to have the chance of a few minutes alone. Fact is, my dear, I’m a bit worried about Bond. He’s out of hospital and came to see me this morning to report back for work. Frankly, I didn’t much like the look of him. I’m not at all sure he ought to be working yet, but he swears he’s all right.’
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