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  Chapter One




  “Is Life a Boon?”




  “WELL, WHAT’S the result? No hedging. I want to know the truth.”




  Colonel Jerrod sat erect in his chair, facing Dr. Dallas across the wide desk. There was no tremor in his voice; only a nervous tug at his old-fashioned moustache hinted at what lay behind that

  question. Life . . . or death?




  For a second the physician hesitated, although he had already made up his mind. A discreet, comforting answer and perhaps the end would come to his old friend quietly, almost without warning,

  even without much pain, certainly without those agonising hours of waiting. . . . But no, not to this man. A soldier—that meant little enough; soldiers are no braver than other men. But John

  Jerrod had always trusted him to tell the truth, and after thirty years of happy relationship as doctor and patient, friend and friend, Dallas was not going to start lying now.




  “It’s bad, I’m afraid, John—what I feared; cancer of the liver.”




  Colonel Jerrod heard the words and, opening his mouth to ask a question, was conscious of a sudden feeling of cold spreading through his body; the familiar consulting-room was wavering before

  his eyes. . . .




  “Put your head down—between your knees!”




  The sharp words penetrated through his flickering consciousness and he began to obey, felt a firm hand on the nape of his neck, pressing his head down. For a moment or two everything was black,

  swinging; then gradually warmth crept back, his vision cleared and the hand lifted from his head.




  “Just drink that down.”




  Jerrod did as he was told, shuddered slightly and returned the glass.




  “Damn fool of myself,” he muttered.




  “Shows you’re human, anyway,” said Dr. Dallas, his fingers on a pulse. He put the hand back in his patient’s lap, his own hand gently squeezed a shoulder, and he returned

  to his chair.




  Better to go quietly on and get it over.




  “Keld has had the X-rays; he confirms the diagnosis. There wasn’t really much doubt, but one had to make sure.”




  “Keld. That surgeon fellow. I didn’t take to him. Damp hands; pudgy, too.”




  Dallas smiled. It was an unkind but not unreasonable description of a great surgeon.




  “One of the best men in his line that we’ve got. Certainly the best in London.”




  “Cold fish, I thought. Not very . . . human.”




  Dallas shrugged his shoulders.




  “Difficult for a surgeon to wear his heart near the surface. Doesn’t matter, either. It’s the physician who’s got to be human.”




  Colonel Jerrod gave a wry smile.




  “Well, you’ve always been that, my dear fellow. Now tell me a bit more about this. What does it mean, exactly? Lot o’ pain? Operations? What are the chances? What’s that

  word you’re so fond of . . . prog something?”




  “Prognosis. I’ll be quite frank with you, John. This thing’s incurable . . . and inoperable. There probably won’t be much pain; discomfort, yes—rather like

  indigestion. You’ll lose weight and strength. It won’t . . . go on very long.”




  “Eh? What do you mean by that? How long?”




  The colour had come back into Jerrod’s cheeks. He was sitting upright again.




  Again the doctor hesitated. One could not be too dogmatic about such things; there were freak cases that did not follow the normal course of nature. Why not push death a little farther away,

  postpone the agony of expectation? But a man under sentence had the right to know what to expect; he had to put his affairs in order. For some people it meant an opportunity to ‘make their

  peace with God’—whatever exactly that might mean.




  “Six months, I think. Not much more. Might be less.”




  “Six months?” The blue eyes flashed; there was anger in them, rather than fear.




  “That won’t do, Dallas. Must be a year. I can’t . . . I must live another year.”




  Surely it could not matter all that much? What did an extra six months mean to a man of sixty? No wife. A grown-up, married son. Living alone, John Jerrod had been, for years now, ever since his

  wife was killed by a flying bomb. A lonely life, from all one heard. What was the attraction—the urge to live an extra six months? Was it just ‘love of life’—a natural

  clinging to the vital spark? What was that song of Gilbert’s?




  

    

      

        

          

            “Is life a boon?




            If so, it must befall




            That death whene’er he call




            Must call too soon.”


          


        


      


    


  




  Dr. Dallas gently shook his head.




  “I’m afraid not, John,” he said. “You wanted the plain truth, and I’m taking you at your word. Of course, there are always exceptional cases that don’t go

  according to the book, but I’d be misleading you if I let you think it might last much more than six months.”




  The Colonel’s frown deepened.




  “But surely there’s some kind of treatment?” he said. “I don’t care how painful or unpleasant. I’ve got to . . . well, I don’t know the exact date, but

  I think it’s best part of a year. Can’t you cut the damn thing out?”




  Dallas smiled.




  “One can live without a lot of what one’s got inside one, but not without a liver. When I said ‘incurable and inoperable’ I meant just that. I’m not just giving you

  my opinion; I particularly asked Keld, and those are his words. Of course, you can take another opinion—I’d be only too glad.”




  Colonel Jerrod shook his head impatiently.




  “I don’t want anyone else’s,” he said. “If you tell me it is so, it is so. I must accept it. But . . . well, it’s a bit of a blow. You see . . . no, I

  needn’t bother you with all that. Just tell me: what shall I be able to do? Shall I be able to carry on as I am now? Shall I, f’r instance, be able to sail when summer comes

  round?”




  Small-boat sailing was, Dr. Dallas knew, the one remaining passion of John Jerrod’s life. He spent most of his summers on Drenmouth Water or at one of the small south-coast villages,

  sailing his little dinghy; generally alone. It seemed an odd form of amusement for an elderly soldier, but men’s hobbies were often inexplicable. Fortunate was the man who had one; such men

  were never bored.




  “I ought to tell you to take it easy, lead a quiet life, but what’s the good? You’d be miserable and it wouldn’t make a lot of difference; certainly wouldn’t

  stretch the chances to a year. If I were you I would do what you feel like doing, within reason. Better, really; take your mind off things.”




  Colonel Jerrod’s mind seemed to be far away now, his eyes fixed upon the flickering fire. Presently he pulled himself together.




  “Six months,” he said; “that takes me to June. Might get in three months if the spring’s a fine one. Wish it had been July, though; warmer. Cornish coast’s at its

  best in July. P’raps we can stretch a point, eh, Dallas, and keep going till July?”




  Colonel Jerrod rose to his feet and tugged down his waistcoat, then straightened his tie and re-settled the handkerchief peeping from his breast pocket. He was a fine-looking man, not tall, but

  erect and slim. His fair hair was turning grey, as was the rather heavy, drooping moustache. His most striking feature was his nose, which was markedly aquiline, a handsome affair of the type much

  mocked by left-wing cartoonists, with its suggestion of effete aristocracy. His blue eyes were rather prominent, and these gave a definite impression of stupidity combined with obstinacy—an

  impression not wholly unwarranted.




  “Taken up too much of your time, I’m afraid,” he said. “Probably shan’t have to bother you much more.”




  “My dear fellow.” Dallas slipped his hand through his patient’s arm as he walked to the door. “I’ll see you down.”




  “Nonsense. I’m right as rain. You ring for the ‘next gentleman’. So long and . . . er . . . thank you for not trying to hoodwink me.”




  Dr. Dallas watched the erect figure go steadily down the stairs, then with a sigh he turned back to his desk. For a moment his hand hovered over the bell-push, but he did not at once press it.

  He was a bit worried. His old friend had taken the blow bravely enough, but . . . what was all that about having to live a year? It didn’t make sense. Was his mind getting a bit shaky? Not

  that it mattered now, but still . . . John Jerrod’s brain had never been his strong point, but he was level-headed and cool. So why all this fuss? All that about living till July.




  Again the words of Gilbert’s song, set to Sullivan’s most entrancing refrain, recurred to Dallas.




  

    

      

        

          

            “What kind of plaint have I,




            Who perish in July?




            I might have had to die,




            Perchance, in June.”


          


        


      


    


  




  Oh well, what did it matter? Six months, seven perhaps, or eight, and another old friend would have passed on ahead of him. Dr. James Dallas’s thumb pressed firmly twice

  upon the bell-button.




  In the meantime, Colonel Jerrod was making his way slowly down Harley Street, in the pale wintry sunlight. As an old cavalryman it was not his habit to walk; normally he would,

  as a matter of course, have taken a taxi, so as to get to his destination in the shortest possible time with the least possible trouble. But now he was walking, not by intention, but simply because

  he wasn’t thinking what he was doing. He walked automatically, guiding himself towards Piccadilly by instinct rather than by conscious design. His thoughts were concentrated wholly upon the

  shattering news that he had just heard.




  It was not unexpected, this sentence of death. Jim Dallas had not concealed from him that there might be a serious interpretation of the discomfort from which he had recently been suffering, the

  steady loss of weight, the flagging strength. Of course, a man never believes that he is going to be struck down by one of the dreadful accidents or diseases that occurred so commonly to

  other people. Still, it was no good pretending that he hadn’t been warned. In any case, it wasn’t the news itself—the ‘incurable, inoperable cancer’—that had hit

  him so hard; presumably he could face death as well as the next man; it was the shortness of the time that was so infernally serious. Unless he was much mistaken, it upset the whole apple-cart;

  upset all his carefully laid plans. He must go and see Mewn at once, find out all about the actual facts, confirm dates, and so on. Too late to do that to-day; he must telephone to Brackton and let

  them know he’d be staying up another day or so. Grant would have to be told, of course. It would be a blow to him. . . .




  By this time Colonel Jerrod had threaded his way down Bond Street, without noticing any of the ‘good-looking gals’ upon whom, even in these days of his virtual retirement from life,

  he would normally have turned his protruding and appreciative eye. He had no interest in women nowadays, no personal interest, but by sheer force of long habit he was accustomed to notice the

  ‘good-lookers’, to appreciate trim ankles and well-placed curves. To-day he noticed nothing and was rather surprised to find himself walking up the shallow steps of his Club.




  In front of the hall porter’s lodge he halted, lifting his hand slightly in acknowledgment of the man’s smile of welcome.




  “Ring up Brackton, will you, Haines? Tell my man, Heaton, that I shan’t be coming down to-night. Tomorrow, probably, but I’ll let him know. And tell the office I’ll want

  to keep on my bedroom. Any letters for me?”




  “Very well, sir. No, no letters.”




  Jerrod walked through into the big reading-room. Though it was still comparatively early afternoon, the curtains were being drawn, the big chandeliers switched on. There was even a tray of

  tea-things being carried to one member sitting by the big open fire. It looked comforting, and Jerrod, though not normally a tea-drinker, thought it would be warming to have some himself. He was

  conscious of a feeling of chill that had not been dispelled by his unaccustomed walk.




  “Bring me some tea, waiter, please,” he said. “Indian.”




  “Yes, sir. Anything to eat, sir?”




  “Oh, I dunno. Yes, I suppose so. A bun—toasted bun.”




  “Yes, sir. Very good, sir.”




  Colonel Jerrod sank into the arm-chair on the opposite side of the fire. The tea-drinker looked up.




  “Jack! By all that’s lucky. Haven’t seen you for God knows how long. Thinking of you only the other day. Very fellow I wanted to find.”




  Jerrod smiled at this characteristically flamboyant welcome. Rags Bettlington always went about with his arms wide open—always had, since he’d known him as a subaltern in India.




  “Hullo, Rags. No, we haven’t met for some time, have we? Don’t often come to London these days. What are you doing now?”




  The lanky man in the opposite chair heaved himself forward to its edge.




  “Making a plan, as usual, as dear old Hatter used to teach us. Look here, this is where you come in—a spot of shikar. You used to be a deer-stalker; d’you still do it? I want

  to take a forest next year; must have another crack before I’m too old to get up the hill. But I can’t manage it by myself; too darned expensive. I want a partner—alternate days;

  that sort of thing; couldn’t manage every day of the week, anyhow. What about it, old boy?”




  Jerrod felt a stir of the old fever in his blood. He had not been on the hill for—what was it? Twenty years? It would be grand to see a stag again. And Scotland in September. . . . He

  pulled himself up with a jerk.




  “Thanks, old fellow,” he said. “Good of you to think of me. I should have enjoyed it, but I don’t think I shall be able to get to Scotland next year.”




  





  Chapter Two




  Estate Duty




  THE JERRODS were one of the oldest families in the county of Chassex, but not one of the most noble or distinguished. Nobility in the form of title had never come their way,

  and distinction had stopped short at honourable and useful mediocrity.




  The family fortunes, such as they were, had been founded by a merchant Jerrod in the days of Elizabeth. He, prospering exceedingly in those early days of trade expansion, had built Brackton

  Manor and settled down to founding family as well as fortune. The latter did not last long; Jerrods backed the losing side in the Civil War, the Manor house itself was gutted by fire and, for a

  while, the family was dispossessed. The greater part of the property came back into Jerrod hands after the Restoration, but most of the money was irretrievably lost and it took many generations to

  rebuild the fortune so rapidly accumulated by Elizabethan Josiah.




  The Manor house itself was restored in the reign of Queen Anne, and though the blend of styles was not altogether happy, the house was distinguished in appearance and reasonably comfortable.

  Fortunately, the restoring Jerrod had eliminated the protruding Elizabethan wings and concentrated everything in the central block, so that, in days of increasing twentieth-century austerity, it

  was still possible for the present head of the family, with an almost literally skeleton staff, to occupy his family home.




  Pride in that home, as well as in the family itself, was the most notable feature of successive Jerrods. However little they might catch the public eye in the matter of brains or distinction,

  nobody could deny them reasonable antiquity and stability. Few families in Chassex could declare, and prove, that they had occupied the same land and, save for a period, the same house for four

  hundred years. Others might govern the country, command armies, judge the people, establish great industries; Jerrods had done none of these things, but they were Jerrods and, whatever extortions

  might be devised by successive Chancellors of the Exchequer, they would hold on to Brackton while life remained in their bodies.




  Such was the creed of Colonel John Jerrod, present head of the family. Stubbornly he had adhered to the motto: ‘What a Jerrod has a Jerrod holds’. Truth to tell, ‘What a Jerrod

  has’ had by no means been ‘held’; impossible, in these days, that it should be so. Outlying farms had been sold, timber felled—with no adequate replanting—investments

  realised. Inexorably the tide of disaster was creeping in, flowing over the once fair lands and rich investment lists, seeping up towards Brackton itself, with its last carefully guarded family

  possessions. The portraits still remained, the furniture—never outstandingly good—remained, the plate was going and the jewellery had gone. But Brackton remained and should remain . . .

  unless . . . unless . . .




  It was the cruel Death Duties that had done the damage. High taxation—Income tax, Surtax—was inevitable after two great wars, and could be borne; no Jerrod would shy at stinting

  himself to pay for the defence of his country. But Death Duties—or, more accurately, Estate Duty—these were robbery and murder combined. Even so, if they had been treated as capital, to

  reduce debt, they might have been endured, but to use them as revenue was to kill the goose that laid the golden eggs. So at least thought John Jerrod, and he had planned to circumvent the

  murderous imposte.




  Towards the end of the Second World War, after his wife had been killed by a flying bomb and when it had become clear, even to his slow-moving brain, that no return of prosperity to the country

  could be expected for many years, Colonel Jerrod had decided to make over his property to his son, retaining for his own use only enough capital to provide a very modest income. By this means, when

  he died, Grant would have to pay no Death Duties and Brackton would be saved. It meant an end of any kind of luxury or enjoyment for himself, an end of hunting and shooting, an end of trips abroad,

  of entertaining his friends, whether at Brackton or in London. But John Jerrod was prepared to pay that price to save Brackton. In any case, since Julia’s death he had not wanted to go about

  the world, to meet people, to dress up and talk. He had been content to stay, almost alone, at Brackton, work in the garden, look after what remained of the estate. All that he asked by way of

  pleasure was to sail his small boat, ‘Tern’, during the summer months. It was one of the few sports that remained reasonably cheap; a modest club subscription plus the occasional cost

  of staying for a few weeks at an inn in one of the fishing villages along the coasts of Dorset, Devon, Cornwall.




  At first, John Jerrod had expected to give up Brackton itself, give it up to his son Grant and retire himself, either to a cottage on the estate or, if Grant did not like that, to one of those

  fishing villages. But Grant, while deeply appreciating his father’s self-denying action in making over the property, had not wanted to live at Brackton—not, at any rate, at the Manor.

  After the war he had decided to take up farming and had gone into partnership with a friend near Wells in Somerset, leaving ‘the old man’ to act, contentedly, as caretaker at Brackton;

  caretaker, with a man and wife to take care of him.




  That was the plan, slowly formed in John Jerrod’s mind and slowly put into action by John Jerrod’s lawyers. It had been months, almost years, before all was signed, sealed and

  delivered. Colonel Jerrod’s solicitor, Mr. Wilberforce Mewn, had explained to him at the time that he would have to live three years if the estate were to escape duty, but to a healthy man of

  fifty-six three years do not present much potential peril; he would have to keep an eye on the weather—avoid unnecessary shipwreck and drowning—but surely the odds were heavily in

  favour of a successful outcome to the plan. Even when a subsequent, grabbing Chancellor unexpectedly and unreasonably extended the period of necessary survival to five years, Jerrod had not

  worried; five years would only take him to sixty-one, and that was little more than middle age in these days.




  He had not worried until . . . a slow realisation of discomfort, of lassitude, of lessened energy, had induced him to visit his old friend and ‘family’ doctor, James Dallas.

  Unexpectedly, Dallas had looked grave, had been unusually silent, had poked and pummelled, taken samples, told him to come back again, sent him to a surgeon, to a radiologist. And now . . . six

  months to live.




  It was not enough. Unless he was much mistaken, his five years of ‘necessary survival’ would not be up until the autumn of next year—1950. That, at any rate, had been the

  approximate date that had lain dormant, not very critically, at the back of his mind. Had he got it right? Could he be mistaken? It had not appeared to matter much; the idea of death in the near

  future had not seriously crossed his mind . . . until a few weeks ago. Even then it had only been as a background threat, a shadow, a more or less remote possibility. He had not thought of going to

  Mewn to check up on the exact date.




  But he must go now, without any delay at all. He must make sure of that date. If his idea of it was right, then something must be done. Somehow he must live out those five years. Jim Dallas had

  said that this damn thing—what had he called it? a carcinoma?—would kill him within six months, that it could not be cured, could not be cut out. Well, he had got to remain alive. If he

  died before the end of those five years his plan to save Brackton would have failed. Death Duties, on the murderous scale at which they now stood, would ruin Grant. He would be forced to sell, not

  only the pictures, but most of the remaining land, possibly even the house itself; though who could be found to buy a big house nowadays it was difficult to say. In any case, Grant would not be

  able to afford to live there himself; Brackton would become either a ruin or—perhaps worse still—a girls’ school or a ‘looney bin’.




  It must not be. Somehow those grasping sharks of the Treasury, the Commissioners of Inland Revenue, or whatever they were called, must be defeated. He must either live out his five

  years or else . . . or else . . . ?




  Colonel Jerrod was accustomed to having an appointment allotted to him at the hour he found convenient . . . at however short notice. At least, he thought he was. He had not,

  in fact, asked for an appointment at short notice for a long time. Living a leisurely life in the country, he normally planned well ahead. If he found it necessary to come to London to see his

  solicitor, his broker, his dentist, his bootmaker, his this or that, he ‘made a plan’, booked a room at the Club for the necessary period, booked his appointments in the correct order,

  booked seats at the theatre, booked lunch, tea or dinner with one or other of the now few remaining friends whom he cared to see.




  When he got back to the Mounted Club after his visit to Dr. Dallas he had told the hall porter to ring through to Brackton and announce that he would not be back that night, as arranged. It was

  only after his early cup of tea and his talk with General Bettlington that it occurred to him that if he wanted to see Mewn on the morrow he had better ring him up that afternoon. So he went to the

  telephone, put a call through to Stone, Danford & Mewn, and discovered that his particular partner, Mr. Wilberforce Mewn, would not be free until three o’clock on the following afternoon.

  It was damned inconvenient; would probably mean staying another night in London—trains to Paslow were not too good in these nationalised days. Still, he was only talking to a clerk, and

  Colonel Jerrod was never rough with a clerk, whatever he might be with a principal.




  Still, it was three o’clock to-morrow now, and, with admirable punctuality, Colonel Jerrod was shown into the solicitor’s large if rather dreary room. Mr. Wilberforce Mewn rose to

  greet him with a friendly smile and a warm handshake. Though third in name, Mewn was now senior partner of the firm, of an age closely similar to that of his present client, handsome, well-dressed,

  cheerful; far removed in appearance from the Dickensian solicitor usually depicted either as a sly shark or a dry stick—but he was none the less shrewd for that.




  Colonel Jerrod was fortunate in that nearly everyone with whom he was in professional relationship was an ‘old friend’. His doctor was an old friend, his solicitor was an old friend,

  his bootmaker, his tailor, his wine merchant, the men who sold him—all too infrequently now—tickets at the Theatre library, underclothes at the Army and Navy Stores, Christmas presents

  at Fortnum’s. Only with his dentist had he never been able to establish really friendly relations, though he had been to him for thirty years; that was probably a matter of psychology.




  “A pleasure to see you, John,” said the solicitor. “Sorry I couldn’t make it this morning. Had a conference and two appointments; another after lunch. You don’t

  often come at short notice. Nothing to worry about, I hope?”




  Colonel Jerrod cleared his throat. He was feeling unaccountably nervous; the answer to his question was of such vital importance. But he wasn’t going to give that away. He had had time to

  think, last night and in the dark, cold hours of the morning. He wasn’t going to give anything away just at the moment. He must have—if the answer was what he feared it would

  be—more time for thinking, for making a plan.




  “Just want to get my mind clear about one matter,” he said. “Afraid I’m inclined to be hazy these days. About the estate, the capital and so on, that I made over to Grant

  some time ago. You told me that in spite of my making it over, duty would still be payable if I died within a certain period.”




  Mewn nodded.




  “That’s right,” he said. “Five years. Used to be three, and then it was changed in the ’46 Finance Act to five years.”




  Jerrod felt himself flushing angrily.




  “That damn fellow Cripps,” he said.




  The solicitor laughed.




  “No, Dalton,” he said.




  “Worse still. Cripps . . . I must say . . . detest his socialistic ideas, but he’s straight. A brave man too; not afraid of telling his own people unwelcome truths.”




  Mewn shrugged his shoulders.




  “They’re all straight enough, I expect,” he said. “But wrong-headed and, in matters of finance, downright stupid. Still, as far as this particular stupidity is

  concerned—the five-year period—surely you must be pretty nearly out of the wood?”




  Jerrod felt a flush of hope warming him, as his solicitor continued:




  “I remember you came to talk to me about it—about making over the property to Grant—while the war was still on. I remember thinking you were a bit premature, but you turned out

  to be right; it was a wise move. You and I will never again see prosperity in this country; Grant may. Anyway, the war was over by May 1945, and it was before that that you came. Can’t be far

  off five years now.”




  John Jerrod’s heart was leaping with hope.




  “That’s it,” he said eagerly. “I remember now; it was before the end of the war, quite a bit before. I had thought . . . well, anyway, that means that quite

  early next year the period will be up, the estate clear of duty?”




  “Something like that. Of course, it will have taken a little time to get it all in order. Bound to take time, with a substantial property such as you were making over. Matter of months, no

  doubt. Still, even so . . . we’ll have Dredger in and make sure.”




  He pressed his finger on one of a battery of bell-pushes and presently the door opened and a small, neatly dressed man of about fifty came in.




  “Afternoon, Dredger,” said Colonel Jerrod, nodding to the new-comer.




  “Good afternoon, sir,” said the Managing Clerk, allowing a faint smile to lighten his expression.




  “Dredger, Colonel Jerrod wants to know the precise date when the estate which he made over to Mr. Grant will have passed the period when duty is payable. Would you look that up,

  please?”




  The Managing Clerk did not move. His quick eyes had noticed the flush on Colonel Jerrod’s cheek, the eagerness with which he was listening.




  “I happen to have that in my mind, sir,” he said. “I was looking through the file quite recently. The deed of gift was dated 24th September 1945. The estate will be clear,

  therefore, on 25th September 1950.”




  John Jerrod’s spirits slumped even more suddenly than they had risen. For a moment he felt the same horrible, icy sensation that he had experienced only the previous afternoon; quickly he

  bent down, pretending to tie a shoelace. The faintness passed. But it had not escaped the notice of Mr. Herbert Dredger.




  “Well, there you are,” Mewn was saying cheerfully. “Matter of months only.”




  “Yes, yes,” said Jerrod. “Near enough. Still . . . that’s quite definite, is it? Nothing one could do, then, to expedite it, if . . . if one wanted to?”




  Wilberforce Mewn laughed his rich ‘port-wine’ laugh.




  “Nothing except a change of Chancellor—indeed, a change of Government—before the next Budget. And I don’t believe even a Conservative Chancellor would have the guts to

  change that. But you needn’t worry, John; you’ll live many a year yet.”




  “Of course, of course.”




  Colonel Jerrod rose slowly to his feet. For a moment his head swam, but by holding the back of the chair he retained his equilibrium.




  “Well, I mustn’t keep you longer.”




  He held out his hand, but the lawyer did not take it. A quick glance passed between him and his Managing Clerk, who faded quietly from the room.




  “Just one other matter, John, before you go,” said Mewn. “Your brother Philip was here yesterday.”




  “Philip? Eh? Haven’t seen him for ages.”




  “No, so I gathered,” said Mewn drily.




  “What did he want?”




  “The usual thing—money. An advance on his expectations.”




  “You didn’t give it him, I hope?”




  “Indeed I didn’t. I’m not a money-lender.” The remark was not strictly true. “I never could understand why you made that large provision for him in your will, John.

  The man’ll run through it as soon as he has it in his hands. Much better have used the capital to increase your own annuity—give yourself a little comfort.”




  Colonel Jerrod had stiffened.




  “He may be . . . unreliable,” he said. “But he’s a Jerrod. I couldn’t leave him in want.”




  





  Chapter Three




  Father and Son




  COLONEL JERROD did not return to Brackton that night. There was a train that he could have caught, but when he left the office of Stone, Danford & Mewn he was feeling so

  exhausted and so depressed that he could not face the prospect of a long train journey in the dark.




  He had for some time been conscious of lessening vitality, of being tired by things that used not to tire him, of wishing to avoid effort. But now that he knew what was inside him he seemed to

  be more aware of pain—not acute pain, but a dull, aching discomfort. That alone was enough to depress him, and the two interviews, with doctor and solicitor, in little more than twenty-four

  hours, had fairly knocked the stuffing out of him.




  So Colonel Jerrod went back to his Club, sent a message to Brackton, sank into an arm-chair—and fell asleep. When he woke he felt worse than ever: heavy, drained of spirit, without a plan,

  without hope. He had a whisky-and-soda, contemplated going to a show; but after an early dinner he again fell asleep in his arm-chair and, waking, dragged himself off to bed.




  He felt better the following morning, and the sight of his butler, Heaton, waiting for him at Paslow with the elderly Austin brought back his warm affection for home. A light rain was falling,

  never a cheerful event in December, but even so he looked at the grey stone walls of the Manor with loving eyes, and as quickly as possible changed out of his dark London suit into cavalry twill

  trousers and an old tweed jacket. With his cocker, Snuff, at his heels, he prowled round the old house, stared at the pictures of past Jerrods as if he were seeing them for the first time, fingered

  the worn brocade curtains, ran his hand over the oak panelling. A mistake, really, to have done that, because his love for them welled up in his heart and made the pain of impending loss harder to

  bear than ever.




  Not his own personal loss; that he could face, as every man must face death. It was the idea that all these old family treasures, Brackton itself, should be lost to the family of Jerrod that hit

  him with such cruel force. If only he could think of some way of saving it, even at this late hour. The cup had come so close to the lip; it was cruel that it should be dashed aside now. If Dallas

  was right—and he knew Dredger must be right—there was only a gap of three months, at the outside, to be spanned. But how? How?




  He was too tired now to think, too tired and depressed to plan. He must send for Grant, tell him the bad news, see if the boy had any ideas. But not to-day. Not, perhaps, for a day or two. He

  must give himself a chance to get over the shock. Because it had been a shock. He was tired . . . God, how tired!




  It was, in fact, three days before Colonel Jerrod could summon up the energy to send for his son, to face what he knew must be a difficult and exhausting interview. John Jerrod was curiously shy

  of his son, Grant. There was something about the boy that was . . . almost intimidating. Not that he was a boy now, of course; he was in fact thirty-six or thirty-seven, and had knocked about the

  world a good deal, especially during the war, when, as a sapper, he had specialised in demolition work behind the enemy’s lines. Crete, Italy, Normandy; in all these places Grant Jerrod had

  been parachuted down, to blow bridges, aqueducts, power-stations. Even a bit of secret service work; or so he had called it, though Colonel Jerrod suspected that what his son had been up to was not

  far removed from assassination.




  A quiet, rather morose fellow, Grant; not wearing his heart upon his sleeve, hard in spirit as in body. Of course, thought John, poor Grant had had enough to make him hard. He had married the

  wrong woman, a beautiful, immaculately good woman, as cold as ice. Why Sylvia Fanhurst had married Grant Jerrod, five years younger than herself, nobody had been able to understand. Never addicted

  to male society, in spite of her beauty, she had given herself to good works, both in the county and in London. Everyone had marked her down as a spinster when, suddenly, at the age of thirty, she

  had met Grant Jerrod at a country fête and fallen incontinently in love with him. Grant, then twenty-five and full of the love of life, was a good-looking and attractive young fellow; he was

  flattered by the response which he, and he alone, was able to arouse in this lovely and reputedly cold woman. He made deliberate love to her and she, presumably thrown off her balance by an

  unaccustomed experience, literally ‘fell for him’. They were married in a few months and in as many more had separated.




  That was, presumably, Grant’s fault. He had been unable to temper his passion to that of a colder nature; he had asked too much, had been coldly rebuffed, and had—if such an

  expression can properly be used of a man—flounced out of the house. His friends had done everything possible to urge him to return to his wife, to be patient, to wait for a melting that must

  come. His father, in particular, had been terribly upset and worried. It was vitally important that Grant should have an heir; there was at present no heir apparent to follow Grant, only the

  presumptive and highly undesirable Philip. If Grant separated permanently from his wife the family might die out altogether; a thought that appalled John Jerrod and which Grant at that stage was

  too young to worry about.




  The trouble was that Sylvia was a Catholic. She would never divorce Grant, and if the separation became permanent there would and could, while she lived, be no heir. She was, of course, five

  years older than Grant, but she might well live as long as he, or even survive him. That, indeed, became more than probable when, less than a year after the separation, war broke out. Colonel

  Jerrod made repeated efforts to bring the pair together before Grant was sent overseas; Grant, for his part, was sufficiently sobered by the crisis to declare his willingness to ‘have another

  crack at it’, but Sylvia required terms—terms of behaviour which no high-spirited young man could consent to. So Grant went out to Egypt, while Sylvia remained in her almost-virgin

  bed.




  From the war, and from his own particularly bitter experiences of it, Grant Jerrod had returned a changed man. Gone were the high spirits, the light-heartedness, the quick temper and quicker

  smile; though still only thirty-three, he was a hard, rather grim man. Certainly his father, getting old now and very lonely, had found him cold and . . . almost intimidating. Colonel Jerrod

  dreaded, now, having to tell his son that, after all, the property might not be saved; that he himself, by reason of his physical infirmity, had failed, or was likely to fail, in what he had set

  out to do. Grant would be just . . . but he was not likely to give his father the sympathy and understanding of which he stood in such dire need.




  Still, it must be done, and enough time had already been wasted. John Jerrod sat down at his big writing-table and summoned his son and heir to Brackton.




  Grant arrived by car in time for tea on the following day. The December afternoon had closed in an icy drizzle that might well turn to snow; certainly it felt cold enough for

  that. The old house was none too warm; it had been impossible to get sufficient coke for the old-fashioned central-heating installation, so that the large hall, in which tea was laid, depended for

  its warmth upon an open fire of logs. Fortunately, timber to burn was plentiful; the logs were large and the great bank of wood-ash below them was never allowed to lose its heat. The flickering

  flames added a note of much-needed cheerfulness to a room in which masculine austerity was the predominating chord.




  Colonel Jerrod was sitting in a huge leather arm-chair in front of the fire, reading The Times, with Snuff curled up at his feet. He was becoming slightly deaf, so that he did not hear

  the approaching car, and his first intimation of his son’s arrival was a blast of cold air as the front door opened to admit him.




  “Hullo, father. Glad to see you. Don’t get up.”




  The sturdy figure, in thick country clothes, crossed the hall, and John Jerrod, after an unsuccessful attempt to pull himself up out of the big arm-chair, sank back in it and looked up into the

  strong, handsome face above him. It was handsome, a typical Jerrod face, with its aquiline nose and prominent blue eyes. Grant’s jaw was heavier than his father’s, his mouth

  more firmly closed and his upper lip shaven; his body, too, was bigger, slightly taller and distinctly broader in the shoulders. But it was in the expression on the face that a stranger would have

  noticed the most marked difference; where John Jerrod’s gave an impression of good nature, weak perhaps and slightly stupid, his son’s was that of a man who knew his own mind and would

  go his own way, no matter at what cost to anyone else.




  “Good of you to come, my dear boy. Heaton will bring tea in a minute. How are things at Hursley?”




  Grant subsided into the chair opposite his father and began stuffing tobacco into a short, thick pipe.




  “Not too bad. You won’t want to hear a lot of farming shop; never interested you, did it? What about yourself? You went to see Dallas, didn’t you?”




  Colonel Jerrod shifted uneasily in his chair.




  “That can keep till after tea,” he said. “Tell me about Petram, anyway; you still like him?”




  “Suits me all right; not everybody’s cup of tea. He’s a worker, which is what matters. Knows a lot about farming, anyway. I’m learning from him.”




  “And his wife?”




  “Kitty? She’s all right; not very exciting, but she suits Robert. Good cook; doesn’t try to shove her oar in where it’s not wanted.”




  Not a very gracious description of a woman, Colonel Jerrod thought. But, then, young men of the present day seemed to have a very different outlook upon life—and women—than he had

  been brought up to. His own impression of Mrs. Petram, formed at his only visit to the farm which his son shared with the Petrams, was of a cheerful, pleasant, quite reasonably good-looking young

  person who was evidently taking any amount of trouble to make her men-folk comfortable.




  However, it was not a subject that really interested him, and talk returned to a desultory review of affairs at Brackton until tea had been disposed of and removed. Then, when the unhappy moment

  could be no longer postponed, Colonel Jerrod hitched his chair forward and began:




  “Grant, I’ve got bad news for you. I’m told I can’t expect to live till the five years are up—the five years to clear the property and capital that I made over to

  you of Estate Duty.”




  Grant stared at his father, the inevitable pipe almost dropping from his usually firm mouth.




  “But . . . but the five years must be nearly up now!” he exclaimed.




  It was, perhaps, typical of him that the point which struck him was not the threat to his father’s life, but its effect upon his own property.




  “September, Mewn tells me—or, rather, Dredger. September 25th.”
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