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For
my friends
EILEEN and NAT LEVITT
in affection and friendship




Do not go, my love, without asking my leave.


I have watched all night, and now my eyes are heavy with sleep.


I fear lest I lose you when I am sleeping.


Do not go, my love, without asking my leave.


From The Gardener by Rabindranath Tagore. (Macmillan & Co. Ltd.)




[image: Logo Missing]


Chapter 1


THE NOTICE OF Christina’s engagement was the second on the list in the morning paper which she had rushed to pick up as it fell with a plop on to the front door mat. She took it into the bedroom of her friend, Pat Jenkins, with whom she shared a small flat right at the top of one of those tall gaunt houses near the Gloucester Road.


“Look!” she said breathlessly, “do look, Patty!”


Pat being short-sighted, had to put on her glasses. She looked. The two heads bent over the paper that was spread on the bed. Christina’s burnt golden-brown like the husk of corn with the sun on it, thick, short-cut, springing high from a lovely forehead. Pat’s not quite so spectacular. Just a neat brown head with a ‘bang’ to give her height because she was short and plump. These two were devoted friends and had worked together for the same firm during the last three years. They had shared this flat for nearly as long.


Christina had all the glamour—the slim model-girl figure, the pearly glow to her skin, the wonderful lashes and the radiant smile. Pat Jenkins was just ordinary. That nobody would look at her twice, if she was with Christina, she knew, but she wasn’t jealous. Nobody could be jealous of Chris. She was so utterly charming. Everybody spoilt her but she remained unspoiled. She had the kindest heart in the world. She gave out love and affection as warmly as she received it, which endeared her all the more to people like Pat who knew her intimately.


This announcement of Christina’s engagement meant that Pat’s jolly cosy life in this little flat with the lovely laughing Christina would soon be over. She would have to find somebody else to share with—and there could never be another Christina. Yet there was nothing in Pat’s blue eyes now to betray the sadness (more than that, the worry) that she felt, as she kissed her friend.


“Congratulations again, honey. I’m glad you’re so happy.”


“I think,” said Christina with a deep sigh of satisfaction, “that I must be the happiest girl in the world.”


It was a bright, warm May morning. London lay under a haze which suggested that the sun would break through and that summer was really at hand.


Christina read again that paragraph in the ‘Forthcoming Marriages’ column.


The engagement is announced between Vincent, son of the late Sir George Gayland and of Lady Gayland of Eaton Square, S.W.1, and Rackham, Linford, Sussex, and Christina, daughter of the late Dr. and Mrs. Spencer Lyle of West Wycombe, Bucks.


Suddenly her face creased into a smile. She flung back her long lovely throat and gave that low husky laugh for which she was famous. (Vince had said that it was the laugh that had ‘got him’. It made him feel so gay.)


“I like the West Wycombe part, don’t you, Patty? That was Lady G’s idea. You know what a frightful snob she is. She couldn’t bear to put my address as ‘Flat 2b’, Backster Gardens, S.W.5. That would have been too, too non-U!”


“Well, West Wycombe was your old home,” said Pat cheerfully as she grabbed her coat and hat and rummaged in her bag to see if she had remembered the lipstick which she invariably forgot. “Coming, Chris?” she asked.


“I feel I could jump over the moon instead of doing a morning’s work.”


“I should worry if I were you, considering you’ll be closeted with the Boss most of the morning, taking down his letters, that is if you aren’t too busy lifting your lips for his passionate kisses!”


Christina laughed again. She, too, seized hat and coat. The girls walked together out of the little flat and down the five flights of stairs up which Lady Gayland, Vince’s mother, had never yet deigned to climb. Christina had asked her several times to come and eat an omelette and salad, just to show how well she could make a French omelette and a very special salad. Vince’s mother had made suitable excuses—obviously shuddering at the idea of paying a call on Christina and her friend up in that shabby dreary house. So far, all contacts with her son’s new girl friend had been made at Eaton Square or in some restaurant, or during a weekend down in the Gaylands’ country home which was near Chichester. Vince had a yacht—a Bermuda Cutter—down there. He was mad about sailing. That was another thing that had brought him close to Christina. She had turned out to be so keen on the sea and she was a good sailor.


As Christina sat with Pat in the bus on her way to Gayland & Co’s new luxury offices in Berkeley Square, she remembered the night when Vincent had proposed to her.


It was just a week ago, in a Club down at Bosham after a wonderful day’s sailing. Both of them flushed from the sea, the sun and the wind, with their cocktail glasses in their hands, had wandered out alone on to the veranda.


Vince had just told his circle of friends about his plans for taking the yacht down to the South of France this summer. They were a gay party. Vince was a great ‘party boy’ and, thought Christina, he always looked so devastatingly handsome when he was in form (which he usually was). A head taller than herself, Vince was clean-limbed, brown skinned and fair-haired with long, narrow, rather impudent eyes as grey-green as the sea he loved. She had never known a man more vital. He was the same at his job. He amazed her—the way he rushed in and out of the office; dashed to appointments, pulled off deals; keen on the business that his father had left him. Nothing lazy about Vince. If he played hard, he worked hard, too. He had inherited the Company and the fortune behind it and he didn’t intend to let it slide. Gayland & Co. were the makers of the famous Gayland Arrow motor cycles. They had a factory in the midlands. They did big export trade, and there was no doubt that the Gayland Arrow was as popular a cycle in this country as any.


Christina’s straying thoughts reverted to the night on which Vince had proposed.


“Chris, sweetie,” he had said, “you’ve been my P.A. for the last twelve months. You’re a marvellous secretary and you’ve turned out to be more—a most marvellous companion. I know there have been other girls in my life. Mama’s hair has almost turned white with worry. She’s been so afraid I’d marry the wrong woman. But you’re dead right. She’s not going to have to worry any more. I love you, Chris, and you’re going to marry me. Let’s go right back to the crowd now and tell them.”


Typical of Vince. He hadn’t even asked her if she would marry him. He had taken it for granted that her answer would be ‘yes’. He was so spoiled—and so charming. And when he had taken her in his arms and kissed her in that breath-taking, experienced way of his—she had melted in his embrace. She had felt that with him she could be strong in other ways—endure pain, grief or trouble—anything bad that life had in store for her. But about Vince she would always be weak. She was so hopelessly in love with him. As she had told him, his money and his position didn’t mean a thing compared with her love for him, the man of her choice. She had said that unless he loved her in the same absolute way, she wouldn’t want to link her life with his.


“Of course it’s obvious, darling,” she said, when she managed to think and talk sanely, with his arms still around her, “that you must love me, because I’m nothing and nobody and I’ve got nothing whatsoever to give you.”


“I disagree. You’re my Golden Girl, Christina—the most beautiful thing in the world,” he had answered with a strangely touching humility for Vincent.


“But I don’t want to be married only because I have physical beauty,” she protested.


“But you’re a darling, too,” he assured her, “everybody loves you. I was only saying to Mama, you must have known for a long time I was crazy about you, yet you never took advantage of it. You just went on with your job at the office, taking down all those letters so demurely. ‘Yes, Mr. Vincent’, ‘No, Mr. Vincent …’ and refusing to lunch with me until I insisted and threatened to sack you if you didn’t. No, you are no gold-digger, my heart’s love, and I think you can be sure that I love all that is you. Of course I’m not going to say I don’t appreciate your beauty. It’s so … it’s so different. So gorgeous. You just glow.”


He had gone on to tell her that he had wanted a wife as vital as himself. He didn’t fancy a meek quiet background-companion. He liked Christina’s intelligence; the spirited way she argued, and stuck to her own opinions; that touch of cool reserve which he found so intriguing. He was sick of what he called ‘glamour’—sleek feline women stretching their arms out to him. They had always poured like treacle into his life. He didn’t want treacle. Christina was different. She had an edge to her tongue when she was annoyed, or felt strongly about things. They’d have a lot of fun together, he said, and quite apart from the sailing, or driving around in fast cars (Vince had been in several Monte Carlo Rallies), there was their dancing. Chris danced like a dream. Vince had always maintained he couldn’t be married to a girl who was a bad dancer.


So here they were, officially engaged at last. This weekend she was going down to Rackham, the Gaylands’ place; a Jacobean house in the village of Linfold, near Chichester. There, Christina was to meet more of Vince’s family and friends.


But what of his mother? If there was one woman of whom Christina was a little afraid, it was Lady Gayland. Her name was the first thing that Pat had mentioned when Christina discussed her love-affair.


“If only our Vince had no mother,” Pat had groaned, “I don’t like her, and I don’t think you do, really.”


It was true; Christina didn’t like her very much. Yet Rose Gayland had all that absolute charm that her son had inherited. People said of her that she could charm a man into giving away his last shilling. Hence she was in big demand for the important charity functions. She was a born organiser, too; and nice to look at, still youthful and handsome in her early fifties; noted for her ‘chic’, one of the busiest of Society hostesses. But Pat, who had worked for Gaylands for a longer number of years than Chris, and had once or twice been lent by the office to act as Lady Gayland’s personal secretary when there was some big show on, had discovered the real woman behind all the gushing sweetness that Rose put over to her public. She was well known on television and she broadcast often—all for charity. Pat had learned, too, that apart from being a snob, Rose Gayland was ruthless and none too generous at home. Those who worked for her in her domestic circle, for instance, did not seem to like her much. She was always losing her staff, and it was common knowledge that she had a way of unsheathing her claws where her idolised son’s girlfriends were concerned. Any of them who had hitherto tried to take him away from my lady had hurriedly retired from the contest.


This was by no means the first time there had been an announcement of a ‘forthcoming marriage’ for Vincent Gayland. Christina knew all about that. She was also well aware that she, herself, was going to have to fight to keep on the right side of Vince’s mother. When first Vince had announced that he was going to marry Christina, Lady Gayland had kept an extraordinary control of her features; she had even kissed Christine and called her ‘darling’. Yet by some extraneous method she had managed to convey to Christina the fact that she was badly shaken by the news. She did not approve of the fact that her wonderful son—the most eligible young bachelor in London—intended to marry his secretary. What was Christina Lyle but the penniless daughter of a one-time country doctor.


Well, thought Christina as she travelled to work this morning, I’m not going to be intimidated. If Vince loves me and I can make him happy, I shall marry him—Lady G. or no Lady G.


For the present she was quite convinced that she could make him happy. They were meant for each other. Vince’s father and grandfather had made a fortune out of motor cycles. Vince had gone to Public School and University. Vince had everything. Christina was just a stenographer, living on her own in a shabby flat since her father died (she had been left motherless when she was a small girl). Nevertheless she could offer Vince that tremendous love which he had awakened in her and which she had never given to any other man. And that beauty which he worshipped, and which she was glad now that she possessed, because it was to be his.


As she walked with Pat through the huge bronze doors that led into the super, luxury-heated offices of Gayland & Co., Christina could hardly believe that soon she would no longer come here as Mr. Vincent’s P.A., but as his wife.


Lady G. of course, wanted a six months’ engagement. But Vince had declared that he intended to follow up this morning’s notice by another, announcing that the marriage would take place at the end of the month.


“We’ve known each other too long. Now we’re not going to wait,” he had said.


Well, Chris didn’t want to wait. She just wanted to take this marvellous, exciting thing that life had thrown at her and hold it close and never let it go.


She felt that almost everybody in the building this morning must have seen that engagement notice. There were so many smiles and nods, and murmurs of “Congratulations, Miss”, from the commissionaire, the lift man and several of the other employees who went up in the lift with her.


Pat Jenkins, although two years older than Christina who had just celebrated her twenty-third birthday, worked in the outer office with another of the senior typists. But Christina, the privileged P.A., walked straight through into Vincent’s private office. She had always found it exciting—the big long luxurious room with its four windows looking right across London. The May sunlight slanted through the Venetian blinds on to Vince’s huge desk—and on to Vincent, himself. He had stolen a march on her, Christina noticed. He was here early this morning.


Without raising his head, Vincent said:


“Good morning, Miss Lyle. You are five minutes late. If it happens again I shall have to ask you to find another job. My personal secretary must be punctual.”


Christina stifled a laugh.


“Very well, Mr. Gayland. If you don’t mind I’ll quit at once. I have other attractive offers!”


“I bet you have,” said Vincent, pushing aside his papers and leaping to his feet, as he came towards Christina with that jaunty boyish walk which was typical of him. Everything about Vincent Gayland was young and strong, with a hint of recklessness in the laughing eyes. There was a faint suggestion of sensual weakness in the well-shaped mouth. But he was extraordinarily handsome and Christina felt a great surge of love and longing as she walked straight into his arms.


“Mine,” he whispered, “my future wife. All the world will envy me.”


She put up a hand and smoothed back his hair that was almost as dark golden as her own. His eyes, greeny grey, with those thick lashes which she always told him were wasted on a man, grew serious for a moment as he kissed her on lips and throat.


“Mine,” he repeated, “my very own Christina.”


“I don’t want the world to envy you,” she whispered back.


“But I want the whole world to admire you as much as I do,” he said and held her at arm’s length and looked with passionate possessiveness at the cool slimness of his Christina in her blue linen suit. Those ivory beads and earrings were perfect against her tanned skin, he thought. She had naturally good taste in clothes, inexpensive though they were.


But just the hint of a frown puckered Christina’s fine brows. She didn’t really want to be shown off like Vince’s new yacht, or his latest toy—the Aston Martin—or any of the things that he could buy so easily (and discard with as great an ease). And she didn’t ever want him to think that she loved him because of his money. Nor must she allow herself to feel one moment’s jealousy, or fear that in time he would grow tired of her.


He was sweeping her off her feet again, as always, with his graceful wooing and his unashamed joy in her beauty and their newly-discovered warm intimate feeling for each other. He kissed her until she was breathless, then sat on the desk and held her hand while he smoked a cigarette. He was making plans for the celebration of their engagement tonight. They’d dine at the Savoy. Then go on to the Four Hundred and dance. They’d ask this person and that; and when Christina added “Pat Jenkins”, he wrinkled his nose and shrugged but said, all right—as Pat was such a friend of his darling Chris, but Pat wasn’t exactly glamorous and tonight he wanted it to be the most glamorous party in the world.


“I want Pat,” said Christina loyally. She, Christina, whom Vince found more glamorous than any other woman in his life, wondered suddenly what Vince really felt about all the important things that lay under glamour; integrity, loyalty, generosity, for instance. The real things that go to make up a real human being.


Vincent said:


“Old Alan will be here in a moment. Of course we must ask Alan …”


She agreed with enthusiasm. Alan Brade was Vince’s best friend, and stockbroker. They were always on the telephone; Vince, buying or selling; Alan, making money for him which he had done lavishly during the boom years. When he sailed Vince tried to include Alan in the crew whenever possible. He was a first-class yachtsman.


To Christina, Vince had said about Alan that he was a bit too serious at times.


“Too much thinking—can be boring with his books and his philosophy, but I try to jockey him out of it, and he’s a damn good stockbroker which suits me …”


“You do amuse me, darling,” said Christina.


“Listen,” Vince said, “we’re going to get married as soon as it can be arranged. I refuse to have a long engagement. What say you?”


She was silent a moment. She wanted to pour out all kinds of thoughts—feelings that rose from the depths of her heart; the sort of serious ideas that she didn’t often speak about to anybody. But it was hard—even impossible—to pin down this Vince with his quicksilver mind, his ebullience. Perhaps that was his fascination, she thought, the fact that one never knew what he was really feeling. He was irresistible. She found herself agreeing that she did not want a long engagement.


“But your mother—” she began.


“Mama will do what her bonny boy wants,” Vince cut in with a laugh. “And, incidentally, don’t forget Mama expects you at Rackham this weekend. She wants to introduce you to the whole neighbourhood as her future daughter-in-law.”


Christina bit her lip. It wouldn’t be an unmixed joy—a weekend, with Lady Gayland eyeing her, probing, and letting her see her disapproval through all the sugar coating, all the gushing. But there was no gainsaying Vincent once he made up his mind. As for the wedding—typical of him—this morning, Vincent had it all planned; the honeymoon, too. They would go abroad in the Aston Martin; drive through France and Italy. Then they’d come back and find a home in town. They’d need one, and there was always Rackham if they wanted weekends in the country, and the sailing.


“It’ll be terrific, driving through the Continent with you beside me as my lovely wife, Chris,” he said, and kissed her with a great show of warmth and tenderness. All desire on her part to be sensible or practical vanished. She might as well sit back and surrender to this whirlwind love from Vince, she thought. She wanted it so much.


But on the subject of the honeymoon-drive in the Aston Martin, she did speak her mind.


“I’m not going to have my nervous system wrecked by your reckless driving, I warn you, my darling,” she laughed.


He moved back to his desk and sat down; his eyes half closed, crinkling with laughter back at her.


“Don’t you trust me?”


“Not an inch in a fast car.”


He couldn’t deny that she had cause. He had had two rather bad smashes in the last twelve months. One in France—one in this country. Both times he had escaped death by a miracle and got away with a few cuts and a shaking up, although each time the car had been ‘written off’. He believed in his luck and ran it. But he had had a pretty good row with Mama after the last smash; she had been so terrified; he had sworn to pipe down.


“Darling,” he said tenderly to Christina, “I wouldn’t risk a hair of your exquisite head, and I’m so crazy about the Aston, I don’t want to shake up a single nut or screw, I promise you.”


“I wonder which you value most—me or the car,” she chuckled.


“Come and kiss me again and I’ll show you,” he said and held out a hand.


She went to him, blindly adoring, gloriously content.
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Chapter 2


IN THE OFFICE next door, Pat sat talking to Alan Brade who had just dropped in to see his wealthy client on his way to the Stock Exchange. Not that Alan had anything in particular to say to Vince. But there was Christina. He really wanted to see her. He had meant to ask her to lunch with him today. In fact, a few hours ago, he had meant to do more than that. He had made up his mind to ask her to marry him.


When Pat had showed him the announcement in the morning paper (which he hadn’t had time to see, for he had been away in Ireland for a week’s fishing—and only flown back an hour ago) the bottom seemed to fall suddenly out of Alan Brade’s world.


It was not until recently that he had fully realised how completely Christina Lyle filled that personal world.


He had known her for quite some time; first of all as Vince’s P.A., he had always admired her cool efficiency and, later, like any other man, he was attracted by her glowing good looks. But after seeing her at various dinners and parties, and particularly after one special weekend at Rackham when he had had time to talk to her seriously, his whole outlook had changed. Christina had become the lode-star of his existence. He had fallen in love with her with all the strength and passion of a deep nature. He was not a man who could ever take love or marriage lightly. He had loved only once before—and lost his young fiancée in a riding accident only a fortnight before their wedding. It had taken him long to recover from the blow. That was ten years ago when he was twenty-four, and had first joined his uncle’s firm of stockbrokers. Nowadays Alan was a senior partner. His uncle had retired. Alan had made a success of his own career. But he had never thought to love or entertain the idea of marriage again until Christina’s sweet frank fearless gaze had seemed to burn away all remembrance of his past, and induced him to want a fuller emotional life.


Of course he realised that Vincent was interested in Chris; knew that they frequently dined and danced together and were on good terms. But all men ‘fell’ for Chris, and Alan, who had known Vince for years, was used to him falling in and out of love perpetually. But never showing the slightest desire to settle down. It had never entered Alan’s head that Vince wanted to marry his secretary.


After reading the announcement, Alan had gone quite white. Then he had said:


“Good show! I suppose this all boiled up while I was over in Ireland.”


“Yes,” said Pat, and looked bleak and drummed her finger nails on the blotter of her desk. Alan, who was a sensitive man, caught the bleakness in that look and said as he handed the paper back:


“Are you not delighted?”


“No,” said Pat frankly, “I can’t say I am.”


“Are they in there now?” asked Alan, nodding his head towards the frosted door marked ‘Private’.


“Yes.”


“I’ll nip in and congratulate them, then push off,” said Alan, and added: “Glad you warned me, Patty. I was just about to entice Christina out to a tête-à-tête lunch with me. I’ll have to ask the Chief’s permission now, won’t I?”


He laughed. But there was no gaiety in that laugh and Pat Jenkins did not echo it. She felt suddenly overwhelmed by all the secret anxieties which she dared not voice to Chris, but which she knew this nice man was sharing.


Of all the men who came in and out of this office or were friends of Vincent Gayland—his stockbroker was the one whom Pat most liked and admired. He had neither Vince’s extreme good looks nor his dazzling personality, nor so much money; he was rather a quiet person; but Pat found him charming. Most people did. He was very human and sympathetic and, in his way, Alan was striking to look at, because by a freak of Nature, in his thirties his hair which had once been dark had turned almost white following an attack of typhoid fever. This thick wavy silvery hair, springing vitally back from a broad forehead set off a young unlined face and a pair of twinkling blue eyes. He had a big kind humorous mouth.


Gardening was Alan’s hobby. He lived in the country and came up every day from his uncle’s house near Dorking; the uncle with whom he had lived since he had lost his parents when still a schoolboy. Roses were his passion.


Never in the summer did Pat Jenkins remember seeing Alan without a perfect rose in his buttonhole, one of his own growing. He wore a rosebud in the lapel this morning. It gave him a festive air, and usually he radiated good humour. But Pat knew perfectly well that that paragraph in the paper had been a knock-out blow to Alan Brade.


It distressed her. She thought:


“He’s such a poppet, is Alan. Somehow I think Chris has chosen the wrong man.”


When Alan walked through the door into Vincent’s office, his face was composed and his bright blue eyes twinkling again. In no way did he betray the fact that he had just suffered a severe reverse. He held out both hands. Vincent seized one, Christina the other.


“Good show! Congratulations, folks!” said Alan in his heartiest voice.


“Thanks, old boy,” said Vincent easily and straightened his tie and looked—as he was—immensely pleased with life.


For the fraction of a second Alan held on to Christina’s slim cool fingers. She was so very beautiful this morning, flushed and triumphant in her love for the man she had chosen, he thought. He thought, too, how splendid a thing it must be for a man to be loved by Christina. Was Vincent Gayland capable of holding her? Of making her happy—giving her the deep calm satisfaction a woman needs in marriage? Would he really settle down this time?


Alan dropped Christina’s hand. They began to chat, laugh and joke like the three good friends they were. In his heart, Alan was fond of Vince. Anyone who knew him must be fond of him. Irrepressible, easy-going, friendly, Alan knew Vince’s failings as well as his virtues. He had never before bothered (or wanted) to criticise. Vince was just a ‘damn good fellow’ and a valuable client. But now—now that Vince was going to marry Christina whom Alan loved with all his heart—it was different. It put things in a new, much more invidious perspective.


Alan did not stay long. He discussed the stock market with Vince for a moment, then departed.


Vincent sat down at his desk again.


“I must try to concentrate and get through a morning’s work somehow, my adorable darling,” he said.


Christina sighed and smoothed her thick bright hair.


“And I must take some dictation, Mr. Gayland.”


“Afraid our news has been a bit of a blow for old Alan,” Vince added lightly.


Christina felt something of a shock.


“Oh, Vince … why …?”


“My sweet, it’s quite obvious to everyone that old Alan’s been nuts about you for a long time.”


Christina was silent for a moment. She felt genuinely surprised and distressed. She liked Alan so much. He was a grand person. But she had never thought of him that way … nor ever imagined he might look at her as anything more than Vincent’s P.A.


“I hope you’re wrong, darling,” she said, puckering her brow.


Vincent’s handsome eyes glowed at her. He blew a kiss.


“Forget Alan. He’ll recover. All the chaps who thought they had a hope with my Chris will have to recover. You belong to me from now onwards.”


She forgot Alan. It was immeasurably thrilling to hear Vincent speak this way, and look at her with such passion and feeling. She was desperately in love and on this bright May morning the world seemed to lie at her feet, opening up all its treasures. But during the morning’s work, she found herself remembering Alan. She felt sad and a little embarrassed again. She didn’t want him to be hurt because of her. She wished Vince hadn’t told her.


This was to be her last week with Gayland & Co. Vince said she must stop being his P.A. because it made things too awkward in the office now they had become officially engaged. Besides, she’d be busy getting ready for that wedding.


Over lunch they discussed plans. Chris wasn’t to spend much on clothes (she couldn’t—she hadn’t got any money, as she ruefully told him). He would buy her all she wanted and more, once they were married. But she could get busy finding a flat for them to live in when they came back from the honeymoon.


“It seems a pity we can’t have either Eaton Square or Rackham—Mama’s two big places, and only Mama to live in them now—but we must have a home of our own.”


“Agreed,” was Christina’s hasty answer. She could not see herself sharing a home with Lady Gayland.


“So what with finding us a town pied-à-terre and furnishing it, and getting ready for our big day—you won’t have a moment to spare, sweetness,” said Vincent, lighting a cigar after their lunch in the Ritz Grill-room, which was a favourite haunt of his.


“I feel a bit overwhelmed,” said Christina in a small voice. “I’m not at all used to big money-spending.”


He looked at her with sincere admiration. His Golden Girl, he thought, even in her inexpensive blue linen suit, looked outstandingly beautiful among far more elegant women in this restaurant. He said:


“My darling, don’t tell me you want an old-fashioned cottage away from the world—with all that loveliness to hide! And think of what we can do together. We can travel. We can go on a Mediterranean cruise in our yacht; ski in the winter; play tennis (you play quite well and so do I); and dance … dance to the finest bands in Europe in the most romantic places. Doesn’t the idea thrill you?”


“Of course,” said Christina. Her eyes shone like stars. Her hand felt for his under the table. “But at times …”


“Well—what?” he cut in as she hesitated.


“It all frightens me,” she said.


“For what reason?”


“In case something happens and you stop loving me.”


“I never will.”


“Oh, darling!”


“I mean it.”


“But do you really love me for myself—the real me deep down inside? It isn’t only because of my looks.”


“But surely your looks are you. You can’t hide them.”


She shook her head and took the cigarette he held out. As he lit it, she had a swift mental flashback to those old days in West Wycombe … when she had been a schoolgirl … living with poor Daddy … struggling, working hard in the house … running the home for him … leading the cheese-paring sort of life one had to lead housekeeping for a physician who was neither brilliant nor well-off. Just an overworked National Health doctor with his own health failing towards the end. A sad end, and Christina, lonely and without a penny once he died, had been left with only her secretarial training—which she had been sensible enough to take after leaving school—her good looks and her superb health as assets, facing a hard cold world.


Then came her marvellous chance at Gayland & Co. Proving herself efficient … making herself popular and being ‘noticed’ (without her realising it) by the Boss, until one day he rang the bell and summoned her to his office and suggested she should leave the typing-pool for which she worked with Pat Jenkins and the other clerks—and become his Personal Assistant.


After that—her swift rise to favour—the thrilling, enthralling falling in love which had been so mutual, yet which she had never dreamed would happen. Every girl’s dream—getting engaged to the ‘Boss’.


But would he love her for ever—whatever happened?


Mentally, Christina shook herself.


‘Why worry? I’m the luckiest girl alive—what should happen?’


The days flew by on the gossamer wings of an enchantment that blinded Christina to everything else.


Even the weekend at Rackham was a thrill. Vince’s mother for once put herself out to be (or so it appeared!) inwardly pleased about the engagement as well as outwardly gracious. And who could be more gracious than Rose when she tried?


A little woman, Lady Gayland, with a good figure which she had kept by rigid dieting; hair as blonde as her son’s. Now she used the latest shade in pink dyes. She dressed in perfect taste. She looked thirty-five rather than fifty, and she had a vivacious way of talking; indeed, rarely stopped once she began. Even Vince, her own son, called her the ‘bavardeuse’.


“Mamma ‘bavards’,” he would say good-humouredly.


It was the French word for ‘babbling’. It suited Lady Gayland. But ‘bavardeuse’ or not, she was a shrewd woman and an excellent hostess. She boasted that she never forgot a name, a place, or a date. She sat on twenty-five different committees. She organised this charity and that; and got the money, too. Nobody knew whether it was because she really felt charitable or liked to see her photograph and name in the papers. But Rose Gayland was considered ‘quite a character.’ Whether those who knew her really liked her was problematical because she had a wicked tongue and made as many enemies as friends. But everyone agreed she was a fond mother and always devoted what was left of her time after finishing with her committee meetings to her beloved Vince. It was, of course, generally agreed that she had ruined him by giving him too much money and licence to do as he chose, from his earliest days at Oxford.


Now that he was head of the firm, she wanted him to settle down and marry. But she had aimed high—and it was whispered in her circle that she was bitterly disappointed that he was going to marry his P.A. no matter how good-looking or nice Christina might be. Rose had secretly planned he should marry Lady Erica Fortless, who had a peer for a father and a Stately Home which the Gayland money could have kept going.


This weekend, however, Rose was cunning enough to endear herself not only to her son, but to Christina. She was charming and welcoming. She filled Christina’s bedroom with roses. She had lots of little presents waiting for her, including an exquisite emerald brooch which had belonged to Vince’s grandmother. She also gave a huge dinner-party, asking all the élite in the neighbourhood to meet and welcome her future daughter-in-law. She ‘bavarded’ ceaselessly to Christina—praising her, telling her stories about Vince’s childhood and even being agreeable about an immediate marriage. The only time she showed her claws was during dinner when she ‘bavarded’ a little too much and mentioned a certain girl with whom Vince used to go around, then laughed wickedly at Christina and said:


“But let us draw a veil over my naughty son’s affaires d’amour. There have been far too many. Now he means to settle down, thank goodness, don’t you, Vince?”


Everybody laughed including Vincent, but Christina’s cheeks coloured. She didn’t like it. She didn’t really trust that ‘thank goodness’, either.


But it was a thrilling weekend. Christina had a wonderful time. Rackham was perfection. Rose Gayland knew how to run a place and she had an excellent staff (mostly Austrians) and a new butler who had not been there long. Rackham was a Jacobean house, built of stone, with lovely mullioned windows. From the upper ones Bosham Harbour was just visible. The sea was plainly visible on a clear day. It was all magnificently furnished, in period, and the gardens were not too large. Beautiful—massed with tulips at the moment.


That night when Christina and Vincent wandered alone across the velvet green lawn, in clear moonlight, Vincent said:


“One day this will be for us—and our family. Are you pleased, darling?”


She was absolutely happy, and whispered:


“I am terribly, terribly happy, Vince darling. Thank you for everything.”


And all her doubts and fears—if any—about this forthcoming marriage completely disappeared.


The happiness seemed continuous. The wedding was fixed for early June. The invitations went out. And as Christina had no real home of her own, Lady Gayland offered to hold the reception in her own spacious flat in Eaton Square.


Meanwhile, Christina and Vincent found the flat they wanted—not far from Vince’s mother—in Chester Square. Just four big beautiful rooms, two bathrooms and a model kitchen. Rose, who adored doing such things, helped with the décor and supplied, generously, many beautiful pieces of furniture, and rugs from Rackham. Most of the china and glass and family silver, too. Christina managed to put in a small plea to be allowed to choose her own curtains, and when finished the place looked charming. A blue and silver bedroom; a scarlet and off-white dining-room; a lounge in light apple-green with pale yellow French taffeta drapes. An elegant, expensive home, suitable for Vincent Gayland’s wife. And Vince bought a small 10 h.p. car for Chris herself to use to run about town. He had his Aston Martin.


It all seemed perfect …


Two nights before the wedding Christina and her friend Pat held a dinner party in their own little flat. Vince suggested it should be held at the Berkeley or the Mirabelle, but Christina flatly refused. That would mean him settling the bill in his lordly way—she knew it, she said. Her tiny flat to which she would say farewell the day after tomorrow, was shabby and just not in the same street as the new home in Chester Square, but she wanted this party to be hers and to give it in her own way—with dear Patty.


Vince humoured her, so the party was held in Backster Gardens. Only one or two intimate friends were asked, including, of course, Alan Brade. Alan, who was to be the best man. He had wanted to get out of it when Vince asked him, but couldn’t very well. Vince wanted him.


Pat, who was delighted that Chris seemed so happy, helped prepare a cold buffet. The two girls worked on this for hours and Vince had to admit one couldn’t have tasted better food anywhere. With the flowers, candlelight and a gramophone playing the soft lilting calypsoes that Vince loved, the party was every inch a success in his mind. He was delighted; and even Lady Gayland complimented her future daughter-in-law. When Alan at the end congratulated her, Christina said:


“Thanks, Alan—at least I feel I did it. One can get sick of being paid for and over-indulged.”


His very blue eyes smiled back at her, although his heart ached as he looked at the loveliness of Christina in her short black chiffon dinner-dress which showed her beautiful slim legs, and the loveliness of the long slender throat and sun-tanned shoulders. He had been watching her dancing with Vince. They made a superb couple; both so vital, so graceful, so ardent.


Tonight, somehow, Alan felt old and tired. And curiously lonely. Still troubled for her … only half confident that Vince would behave in the future so that she would keep that look of rapturous happiness in her large soft eyes. It disturbed him to remember a certain incident last night for instance, after a bachelor party with Vince. Vince had driven that car of his much too fast along the Embankment, and jumped the lights and been proud of ‘getting away with it’. He was so crazy at times. Would marriage with Christina really sober him up?


“Dear Alan, I’m glad you came and I’m glad you’re going to be Vince’s best man—he so relies on your friendship,” said Christina when she said good night to Alan at the end of her party.


He turned his head away, afraid that she might read the pain in his eyes.
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Chapter 3


AND SO—TO the wedding, and that unforgettable, exciting day in Christina’s life. Reporters and photographers from the press were there.


The bride looked a dream in white lace, with a Russian head-dress and Lady Gayland’s own Limerick veil frosting that glorious burnt-gold hair. Lady Gayland, herself a picture, waved to all her friends in the fashionable crowd, and afterwards played the perfect hostess in the huge Eaton Square flat, for two hundred guests. Alan rushed about, performing his duties as best man with admirable tact and efficiency. The general feeling was that the Gayland-Lyle Wedding had been the thing of the year. Only one person wept. Pat Jenkins … quietly to herself … when she saw Chris come down the aisle on Vincent’s arm. Chris was almost frighteningly lovely, Patty thought, with her radiance a little subdued by her deep feeling. Chris was remembering those words ‘Till death us do part’. The solemn vow had been taken. She was his—and he was hers—for ‘better or for worse’.


Pat wept because she was afraid, for Christina. Not because she was going to be so lonely, and see so little of her adored friend who had ‘married the Boss’. Besides, Chris had just kissed her and whispered:


“You, of all people, will always be welcome in my new home, darling Patty …”


Chris was not an insufferable snob like that dangerous, talkative mother-in-law whom Patty frankly hated.


Vince had been nice—he had kissed Pat, too, on both cheeks and said ‘Dear old Patty’. She believed he meant it. But wouldn’t he gradually take Chris away from all her old pals and her old, ordinary background, and try to turn her completely into Mrs. Vincent Gayland, his wife?


Came the time when bride and bridegroom drove away in the gleaming Aston Martin; all the new luggage piled at the back; and Christina at her most glamorous in a dark cream summer wool dress and coat and a tiny charming hat made of pink roses. One of Vince’s presents to her, a short mink jacket, lay across her knee. They were flying by ‘Silver City’ to Le Touquet tonight—then driving down to Cannes tomorrow—thence on to Rome, Capri, Venice and home again. They were scheduled to spend most of that honeymoon swimming, playing tennis, dancing, and generally keeping out of doors.
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