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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE

THE first rays of the rising sun touched the leaves of the walnut tree which stood in the middle of the lawn facing the old farmhouse, and turned them to gold.

The birds sang, life on the farm stirred and became suddenly noisy. Tranquillity no longer brooded over Queen’s Lacey. There was a violent clucking and scurrying of hens as they were let out of their houses; a lowing of the cows in the big clean cattle sheds which had the white starkness and brightness of hospital wards. The owners of Queen’s Lacey—one of the most progressive and prosperous farms in the district—and one of the oldest, for it dated back to 1658—were never behind the times. Mrs. Chalford and her three sons had recently added another hundred head to an already big herd of Friesian cattle, making two hundred and fifty in all. And the latest system of keeping poultry had been installed over a year ago. They were justifiably proud of their chickens—one thousand of them, being the special joy and concern of the youngest brother, Pip.

Now a short stocky Estonian boy—one of the ten farm hands who were employed by the Chalfords—came out of his cottage and made his way to the milking shed. He had married an English girl and settled in Buckinghamshire. They occupied one of the cottages on the estate. Another Estonian looked after the chickens; the rest of the staff were English. The Estonians were popular. They worked hard and were polite, charming boys.

The farmhouse looked its best at this early hour with the first rays of the sun slanting on the fine old roof and mellowed bricks. It was a long low building with character and must have been built originally for a nobleman of the Stuart period, later given over to farmers. It had a certain importance and dignity. Over the stone portico there grew a mature and lovely wistaria which was not yet in bloom. In June the flowers hung like great branches of pale violet grapes interspersed with feathery fronds of green.

As a rule nobody in the family stirred before seven o’clock when Mrs. Chalford had her tea. But she and her sons rarely failed to meet for eight o’clock breakfast in the big dining-room which contained some of the best walnut panelling in the county.

But this morning, Anthony Chalford, who was twenty-eight and the eldest of the sons, had already bathed and dressed before the Austrian cook, Mitza, started to make tea.

Tony had had a bad night. He, who as a rule slept the clock round, had found himself waking up, looking at his watch to see what time it was; hearing the distant chimes of a church clock; putting his light on, reading last night’s paper, trying to sleep again. Always with his thoughts returning to Christa—and what he was going to tell his mother about her in the morning.

At a quarter to seven, wearing corduroy slacks and a blue fisherman’s jersey, with silk scarf tucked into the neck, he walked next door into the room where his brother Richard slept.

Richard was twenty-six. He shared the family passion for Queen’s Lacey and for farming, but he was less of a materialist than the rest of them. He liked literature and music and was the only one who ever opened any of the books in the small library which had belonged to their father. Old Chalford had died when the three boys were still at Shrewsbury.

Mrs. Chalford was the farmer. She had neither time nor taste for the arts, although when she was not busying herself with the farm she did some beautiful tapestry work.

Each of the boys had known that it was her wish that they should make farming their career. Tony had taken his degree in law. Having got this degree, however, he decided to use his brains and knowledge entirely on his mother’s behalf and had become the business manager and financier of the family; the one to whom they all turned in problems of stocks and shares. Tony believed that the present prosperity was due to his brains and management. He did little, really, on the farm itself and left it to Richard who had taken a degree in agriculture at Cambridge like Francis—the younger brother—more generally known in the family as ‘Pip’.

All three boys, once they left the Varsity, returned to Queen’s Lacey; each to take his part in the running of the farm, without question.

Julia Chalford had brought them up with this sole idea. She had taken it for granted that it was what they would do. She was a dominant, strong-minded woman and her control had always been absolute. Quite apart from the fact that they adored the place and wanted to return to it, there was the money angle. Their father had left them little except Queen’s Lacey and the land that went with it. Every penny was in the hands of their mother. She, herself, had been the daughter of rich landowners in Kent and come to Queen’s Lacey as a bride thirty years ago.

She was generous to her sons within limits. She saw to it that the money never went out of her control. The boys received a generous income, but it was an income that could be stopped at any moment that Julia Chalford liked to raise a finger.

So far everything had worked well and peacefully. Richard, at one time, had hankered slightly after a more artistic life, but two years of National Service in the Army had done a lot toward changing his attitude. He had loathed soldiering, and returned to the peace and beauty of Queen’s Lacey, thankful to be a farmer again.

Now young Pip had just finished his two years in the Army and was taking his particular place on the farm. He seemed to enjoy it and if he had no particular talents, he plodded on and played his small part.

Anthony, with no respect for his brother’s feelings, pulled back the curtains and flooded the room with sunlight.

“Do you mind—I want a word with you.”

Richard sat up. He scowled and ran hard brown fingers through a thick mop of chestnut hair. He never wore a pyjama top, summer or winter. His fine muscular body looked golden brown against the whiteness of the sheet. He very often went around the farm like that without a shirt, which offended his mother’s susceptibilities.

“Really, Richard,” she would protest, “you are a gentleman—I do think you oughtn’t to look like one of the farm hands.”

Richard always laughed which annoyed her. She was a woman of cold dignity and pride and disliked any form of joke being directed against herself or her family.

Now Richard frowned at his brother, and blinked at the wristwatch he had forgotten to unstrap last night. He then flung a pillow at Tony’s head.

“For the love of Mike—it’s not seven yet!”

Anthony picked up the pillow and returned it to the bed.

“Sorry, but I’ve something on my mind.”

“Well, that’s new. You haven’t got much in it,” said Richard and yawned loudly.

Anthony looked at him darkly, a slight colour had risen to his cheeks.

“Well, if you’re going to be so unpleasant—” he began.

“Oh, come on—I’m only pulling your leg, Tony—what is it?” asked Richard, and sat up and reached for a cigarette and lit it. Folding his arms, he smoked, regarding his brother less angrily. He was really quite fond of Tony, although in Richard’s opinion he had inherited their mother’s worst qualities. That awful lack of humour—that pompous touch. If there was one thing Richard could not abide it was pomposity. Greatly though Richard respected his mother, he had never quite understood her. Tony was equally difficult to understand. They were both curiously cold and aloof; never gave anything away; so good—so honest and integral—yet, somehow, in Richard’s estimation, so inhuman. Funny that you could grow up with people like your mother and brother, know them all your life, and yet not know them at all.

Richard’s own nature was warm and open and even inclined to be emotional. He could not remember ever having seen his mother betray emotion except on the day that her favourite dog—a golden retriever—had been run over by a car belonging to a neighbour. Then and then only Julia Chalford’s cool dignity had broken. She had knelt beside the dying dog which was pinned under one of the wheels, looked with terrible eyes at the driver (poor chap! how the boys had pitied him) and said:

“You careless fool!”

Then she had burst into tears and run into the house. The boys had buried the retriever. When they met their mother at supper again, she seemed quite composed and herself again. She had never spoken of the dog from that day to this, which was seven years ago. And she never did speak to the man who had run over him. She could be an implacable enemy.

Richard imagined that Tony might be equally implacable if crossed. On the other hand, Tony had a surface charm that he could use at times with great success. It was Richard’s opinion that Tony enjoyed exercising this charm and that he liked being popular, even if such popularity was short-lived. Richard had known one or two people who had started by enthusing over the charming Anthony Chalford when first they met him. Tony would be delightful and show great interest in them, then suddenly cool off and for no reason except that he was bored—treat them like dirt. He was a disappointing character.

Of his two brothers, Richard preferred Pip who was a quiet rather shy youth, completely dominated by his mother and bullied at times by Tony. He adored Richard who championed his lost causes.

There were long periods when Richard and Tony worked here at the farm, but saw little of each other apart from it. For they had their own friends, and seldom liked each other’s. Richard had learnt that it was whenever Tony wanted something that he ‘turned on the charm’. He was producing it now. Ordinarily he would have been furious at having a pillow thrown at his dignified head. Now he approached Richard with an ingratiating smile.

Richard grinned back at him; puffing at his early morning cigarette which he always felt to be the best of the day.

“Really, Tony, you manage to look the belle of the ball even at this hour,” he said, “I don’t know how you do it.”

Tony who was inordinately conceited, did not object to this remark despite its unfortunate phraseology. He knew that he had a good figure. Even at work on the farm he never failed to look debonair. He was as fair as Richard was dark. He wore his hair brushed back smoothly from the temples. He had the kind of skin that burns in the summer and was very pale in winter. His eyes were a cool blue. He had thin aristocratic features. Richard always said that Tony ought to have gone into the Diplomatic Service or stood for Parliament, but curiously enough, of the three boys, Tony was the one who most sincerely loved Queen’s Lacey. He was immensely proud of the magnificence and prosperity of the farm. He had been delighted when the other day an expensive magazine had sent journalist and photographers down and Queen’s Lacey had appeared in print—occupying two prominent pages.

The paragraph about himself had especially pleased Tony.


Mr. Anthony Chalford is a tall, good-looking young man—eldest of the three sons in one of the most remarkable Buckinghamshire families. He is seen here beside the latest type of tractor.



The article had gone on to say that the Chalford family had occupied Queen’s Lacey Farm for over a hundred years, and then touched on the remarkable qualities of Julia Chalford who had been left a widow while the boys were still at school; brought up her sons and run the farm during the war years and made such a success of it.

Tony sat down on the end of his brother’s bed.

“I’ve got something to tell Mother this morning which isn’t going to please her very much,” he said.

Now Richard’s eyes opened more widely. They were very bright attractive eyes, greenish in colour, with thick black lashes. He had an impish curve to lips that were fine-cut and sensitive. He said:

“Hello, what have you been up to? Got yourself into debt? Don’t answer, I know you haven’t. You’re far too careful with the £ s. d. Well—what can you possibly have done that won’t please Mama?”

Tony Chalford’s fair skin flushed up; it might almost be called a blush which somehow endeared him to Richard who thought it a regenerate sign. He had never known Tony to be ashamed of anything.

Then Tony blurted out:

“I—I’m going to be married.”

Richard, struck dumb, stared at his brother. Then he blinked his lashes very quickly.

“Crikey!” he said.

Tony coughed.

“I would have told you before but I hadn’t quite made up my mind.”

Richard blinked again.

“What about the girl—when did she make up hers?”

“At the same time, I suppose,” said Tony haughtily.

“You—going to get married—ye gods and little fishes, this will certainly shake our dear mother to the core!” exclaimed Richard.

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“All the same,” said Richard. “You’re twenty-eight. I suppose it’s time you got married. If it comes to a matter of that it’s time I did, too. But I won’t. I’ve never met a girl I’d like to tie myself up to for the rest of my life.”

Tony only half listened to this. He was deep in his own thoughts and the anxieties that had pursued him all night.

Yes—he knew that it was time he got married. But Mrs. Chalford had never encouraged the idea of matrimony with any of her sons. Tony was, as he knew, the one on whom she leaned—the vitally useful person who helped her control the financial side of the farm. Richard was essential so far as work on the farm was concerned, the buying and breeding of the cattle—the produce. Pip was a mere boy still and too young to think of marriage. Anyhow, few marriageable girls were included among the friends who came to Queen’s Lacey.

“You sly old dog, Tony,” said Richard suddenly, “who have you been seeing without any of us knowing? What is all this about?”

Tony began to tell him.


CHAPTER TWO

HER name was Christa. Christa Morley. Tony had only got as far as that statement when Richard began to look more interested. The name caught his fancy.

“It’s unusual. I like it.”

Tony explained that Christa had a Scandinavian grandmother after whom she had been called. He also produced a photograph for Richard and remarked rather arrogantly, Richard thought, that she was ‘damned good looking’. Richard smoked his cigarette and studied the snapshot of Christa which Tony said he had taken a couple of weeks ago standing outside the door of the tiny cottage in a small mews, off the King’s Road, Chelsea, where Christa lived with her widowed mother.

‘Damned good looking’ Richard decided was an understatement, typical of Tony who lacked imagination. The girl was positively beautiful.

“Ravishing,” said Richard lightly and raised his brows as though surprised that anything as lovely should have fallen in love with Tony.

Certainly Mama was not going to be pleased. From what Tony was telling him, this girl Christa possessed none of the qualities which their mother would wish her daughter-in-law to have. She was well bred, which was something. But of course, Richard thought with one of his cynical turns of mind, old Tony would never have made ‘that’ mistake and married beneath him. Christa’s father had been a doctor. And Tony with great pleasure had dug out the fact that Christa had an aunt with a title. Christa was a Londoner—knew nothing about country life and would be quite disinterested in farming. Her mother ran a florist shop in Chelsea. The mother was charming, Tony said, and very plucky. She had been left with very small means on which to educate Christa, but had done so to good effect. Tony had met Christa by one of those accidents of fate; on his way to a wedding in Chelsea, he had stopped at the Morley’s little shop which they called The Greenhouse and bought a carnation. Rather sheepishly, he said to Richard:

“I think I fell for Christa the moment she put that flower in my buttonhole.” He added with his slight drawl, “And she did for me.” He went on to say that he had seen Christa quite often during the last four months. He had decided at last to get engaged and bring her down to meet his mother tomorrow. If it could be arranged, Christa could spend the weekend at Queen’s Lacey and get to know them all.

Richard raised his brows again.

He studied the snapshot which he was still holding in one hand. The girl had a nymph-like figure. Tony had caught her with one raised curved arm, her fingers touching the scarf which the wind was blowing away from her temples. Hers was a lovely classic pose. She looked very slender and had a wide sweet smile. The face was too small for Richard to see the features closely, but Tony described her as being in feature slightly like that enchanting actress, the late Gertrude Lawrence; tip-tilted nose, golden-hazel eyes, wide mouth, immense charm. Her colouring was fascinating. She had wheaten fair hair and a fine pale skin.

“I must say she seems ‘the tops’,” said Richard, returned the snapshot to his brother, and yawned, “Sorry I shan’t be here to meet her.”

“Why—where will you be?” Tony put the snapshot back in his wallet.

“You’ve forgotten, old boy, it’s my holiday. I leave this evening with Jimmy Oxley for the fair fields of France.”

Tony frowned.

“Oh, yes, of course. You and Jimmy are off. Oh, well, you’ll be back for the wedding.”

“The wedding.” Richard blinked and slid out of bed. He was not quite as tall as his brother, but beautifully proportioned. He gave one the impression of vitality and an alertness of mind and vision which Tony lacked. Tony was no visionary.

“The wedding,” repeated Richard. “So soon? Don’t tell me you are going to rush the girl to the altar. Mama will have a fit.”

“That’s the whole point,” scowled Tony. “I see no object in waiting. As a matter of fact there are all kinds of issues at stake, and many reasons why I want to get married as soon as possible. Christa’s mother isn’t at all well. The shop’s too much for her and, naturally, once Christa is my wife she wouldn’t be there to help. At the same time the little place seems to make money and the idea is that it should be taken over by a niece of Mrs. Morley. Gradually Mrs. Morley will retire. The niece is looking for a job now and doesn’t want to hang around, so the sooner we get it all settled the better. I know it sounds rapid to you but you must remember that Christa and I have been seeing each other for over four months.”

Richard, running a comb through thick hair which was the colour of dark chestnut bronzed by the sun, eyed his brother sceptically.

“You know your own business best, but I reckon Mama will need some time to get used to the idea of losing one of her little boys.”

“I think she will,” said the older brother gloomily. “But I shall soften the blow by telling her that Christa and I mean to live in the district.”

Richard pulled a clean shirt out of the drawer, walked to his window and looked out. What a day, he thought. He liked this view of the long drive with its fringe of Dutch elms; the grass pearled with dew. He watched the handsome black and white Friesians which were now being led by Vorrow into the field beyond the lily pond and rock garden which were his mother’s particular pride. He hoped that this good weather would persist and follow him to France on his tour of the wine country.

It was a little hard for him to concentrate on the thought of his brother’s marriage. His mind was full of this precious two weeks ahead. For the last couple of years he had taken his holiday in the spring abroad with Jimmy Oxley who had been at Shrewsbury with him. Like himself, Jimmy enjoyed literature, music and good food and wines. Richard never cared to be away from Queen’s Lacey for long. He loved every inch of this farm and enjoyed his work on it. But there were moments when the tie became irksome and more particularly the constant necessity to run things in the way his mother wanted. Greatly though Richard loved and respected her, this last year or so he had found his mother more difficult, and intolerant. The farm was run on the most modern and up-to-date lines but in paradox Mrs. Chalford herself was old fashioned, out of touch with the world. She disapproved of almost everything and everybody to such a degree that it had become tiresome.

He felt the need for independence of thought and action. That was one of the reasons that he upheld when arguing to himself against marriage, why he had become a sworn bachelor. He could not, would not, be dominated by a woman for the second time in his life. Mama was enough.

Tony, however, seemed anxious for further enslavement, Richard thought humorously. Well—let him get on with it. It might be quite nice to have a sister-in-law as attractive as Christa Morley. But he repeated to Richard that he thought their mother would be upset by ‘an ugly rush’. Tony looked stubborn.

“Well, I’m afraid I’m going to be adamant. As you know Mother’s word is law at Queen’s Lacey but I must manage my own personal life in my own way.”

“You’ll be lucky if you can,” said Richard and flung back his handsome head and laughed, then went off to the bathroom, whistling. His mind had reverted to the prospect of taking the car across the Channel this evening and getting away from the whole family.

His parting words followed Tony as he left Richard’s bedroom and went downstairs. They made him feel distinctly uneasy.

He strolled into the kitchen and found Mitza stirring the tea she had just made in a huge family teapot. She was a short flaxen-haired woman on the stout side, with weak eyes. She half shut them when she spoke because the light hurt them. She had been told repeatedly that she must get glasses but rejected the idea. That slit-like glance gave one the impression that she was mean or sly, but in reality she was a good-tempered creature who had far too much to do but did it willingly. She genuinely loved her job and Queen’s Lacey where she had served the Chalfords for the last six years. She had made this her home, and all her relatives in Austria being dead, she had no intention ever of returning there.

Like most of the employees at Queen’s Lacey she respected Mrs. Chalford and adored Richard who was the one person privileged to tease her. Mr. Anthony, she was not so fond of. In her mind she called him ‘Herr Chalford’, and likened him to a certain haughty gentleman who owned a Schloss in the Tyrol where Mitza and her mother had once lived and worked before the war. She never found ‘Herr Chalford’ as friendly as the other two young gentlemen. But she bade him a pleasant good morning and offered him a cup of tea which Tony accepted.

He grimaced as he sipped it.

“Must you make this frightful strong stuff, Mitza? It’s sheer poison.”

Mitza’s half-shut eyes glared at him, but she answered politely. “The whole house it complain if I make not strong tea.”

“I suppose you realize how the price has gone up lately?”

Mitza coloured and banged a saucepan as she took one down from the long row of shining copper pans which were her pride and joy. This big sunny room which led out into a courtyard, and beyond to the orchard and paddock, was her domain. She knew quite well that she was a splendid cook. Guests came from a long way to taste her apfel strudel. She knew also that no young modern girl would do as much work as she did, helped only by Betty the wife of the Estonian boy and Mrs. Akers the ‘daily’ woman from Coleshill. Mrs. Chalford trusted Mitza—left most of the management of food and meals in her care. Mitza had had many a fierce fight with tradesmen against rising food prices. Her loyalties were all for this family. She resented Mr. Anthony’s suggestion that she was being extravagant with the tea. The resentment glowed in her but she made no comment. Tony was the only one of the family who disliked Mitza. He called her sulky and unco-operative. He moved off without further conversation.

Mitza’s plump face was redder than usual and her lips tighter as she poured the criticized tea into a row of cups. The farm hands would all be coming in for a quick drink in a moment.

“Ach,” she muttered, “he is careful with his money, that one,” and with a viciousness she rarely displayed, she seized the tea caddy, dug her spoon into it and put another portion into the teapot, then slammed down the lid.

That joke pleased her and creased her face into a more amiable expression. As she took a gulp from her own cup the small blinking eyes surveyed her kingdom with satisfaction. Mrs. Chalford had modernized the kitchen three years ago. It all delighted Mitza. The blue and white china; the stainless-steel sink, the great refrigerator which now and again broke into a gentle soothing hum.

There were red and white padded chairs and a big enamelled table. And in the adjoining pantry, all the butter and eggs and cream that any cook could use without stinting. The deep freeze was packed with meat and poultry. No one need go hungry at Queen’s Lacey; nor ever did.

In the courtyard, Tony ran into Gomme who was the head cowman and a good type. His father had been employed at Queen’s Lacey before him. He touched his cap to Mr. Anthony and bade him good morning.

“Looks like a fine day,” said Tony.

“Grand to be alive, sir.”

“Everything all right, Gomme?”

Gomme pushed back his cap and scratched his head.

“Bit of trouble last night, sir. Young Tanner got full of beer as you might say, and had an accident with his motor bike down there by the Magpies.”

Anthony clicked his teeth.

“Was he hurt?”

“Bit bruised and shaken and buckled up his old machine. His wife said he wouldn’t be able to work today.”

Tony’s fair skin reddened.

“That makes two of them off, what with Philpots and his appendix. What a damn nuisance. You know we’re expecting another fifty head of cattle on Monday. There’ll be plenty to do.”

“As you say sir,” nodded Gomme.

Behind his hand, the man concealed a dry smile. He thought:

‘It’s the work he’s worrying about—not Philpot’s appendix or young Tanner’s accident. Like his mother he is—not much sympathy! But I suppose it’s the way to get on in the world.’

It was the way to get on in Gomme’s world, too, for he came of a long line of farming folk and a hundred years ago his grandfather had been living in a hovel under unspeakable conditions, little more than an underpaid slave. The feudal spirit still lived in Alfred Gomme, and clashed with the outlook of the modern youths, half his age. For them the farm work was more a job whereby to earn money than a personal joy. Gomme derived much satisfaction from his labours and from any word of praise that fell from the lips of his employers. Young Tanner and one or two others among the ten men employed at Queen’s Lacey were what Gomme called ‘slackers’. The kind to do as little work for as much money as possible. And it was not that they didn’t get coddled these days, he reflected, not only by the Government but the Chalford family. They even had an estate car which they were allowed to use. In Gomme’s young days it was ‘shanks’s pony’.

“How’s that new Estonian chap, Heino, working out, Gomme?” asked Anthony.

“Not too badly at all sir, sticks at it.”

“It’s a pity,” said Anthony with some bitterness, “that we have to employ foreigners in order to get jobs well done. They do work, these chaps. The English labourers today are not at all like you, Gomme.”

The man coloured and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, embarrassed but pleased. Compliments did not come often from Mr. Anthony. Yes, he was the spit of his mother—thought the cowman. And she was a proud difficult one; never made a mistake and expected those who worked for her to be the same. Generous in the broad sense but a bit cheeseparing over little things—the pair of them.

Anthony took a quick walk down the drive. The rooks were cawing noisily in the tall elms. With every moment the sun grew warmer. It was a May day such as Anthony rarely remembered at Queen’s Lacey. He began to think about Christa and to wonder how she would like it down here. She was bound to be impressed by the magnificent farm. By the house, too; but she might find the interior a bit old fashioned. Except for the modernized kitchen and an occasional coat of paint and a few new curtains elsewhere, it was all the same indoors as it had been when Tony was born. Christa was young and had modern ideas. She and her mother were both town bred and with that difference that must always mark the Londoner as being apart from the country-born. That little mews cottage which Anthony found cramped and in which he would loathe to live, nevertheless had charm, and originality. Christa liked brilliant colours and unique designs. How would she fit in at Queen’s Lacey? Tony asked himself the question a trifle wryly and with a quick vision of her. Rarely without a cigarette between her fingers, and she enjoyed a cocktail. His mother neither drank nor smoked. There were casks of sherries and good wines in the cellars. It was a custom for the Chalfords to drink wine with their dinner every night, and since the boys had grown up they were of course allowed to choose their own drinks. But they knew that their mother disapproved of gin and that she held cocktail parties only under sufferance.

How would Mother like Christa?

Full of self-possession and intensely vain, Tony had rarely experienced such lack of confidence as he had felt since falling in love with Christa Morley. With his extreme good looks and that charm which he knew so well how to manufacture, perhaps he had expected her to drop into his arms as quickly as other girls had done. The others to whom he had been only temporarily attracted. Such affairs had never been serious or lasted for long. Tony by nature was a cool sensualist, too egotistical to make a good lover. He had been altogether surprised by the appeal which Christa had for him. Perhaps it was because she had been aloof and difficult to get—despite the warm friendliness with which she always welcomed him. But what he had at first imagined might develop into just ‘an affair’ with the girl from the florist shop, had turned into something much deeper and more serious. He had fallen genuinely in love with Christa. He had been astonished to find himself wanting to spend both time and money on her. He even tried anxiously to conceal his faults—to be his very best in her company. He constantly invaded the Morley’s small home. He was punctiliously polite and nice to Mrs. Morley—took her out with Christa—brought her flowers. He wanted them both to think that he was wonderful and to make quite certain that when he proposed to Christa she would accept him. To his immense surprise she turned down his first proposal.

He remembered now, that first evening when he had taken her back to the mews after a theatre; her mother was already in bed. It had been a good evening although the show had been Christa’s choice, rather more serious and intellectual than Tony cared for. He preferred thrillers. She had thanked him warmly and he had suddenly taken her in his arms and kissed her. For a moment she had kissed him back. He had not known a woman’s lips could be so soft yet so firm; so seductive, yet so cool. That kiss had shown him that behind the reserve that made Christa such a dignified person, she could be passionate and deeply responsive to physical love. But when he lost his head and asked her to marry him, she refused.

“We’ve only known each other a month—I do like you very much; I think you’re marvellous, but I must be more sure. I take the idea of marriage seriously. I’ve seen one or two of my girl friends make such awful mistakes. It would hurt me too much to find myself married to the wrong man. I feel things so deeply. …” He could remember vividly the way in which she had pressed both her hands to her breast as she said those words. How big and brilliant her eyes had grown. The irises were light gold, but the pupils so large and black that they made her eyes look dark in emotional moments.

Of course he had tried to assure her that she would not be making a mistake in marrying him. Then she had said:

“You come from a big family and before you fell in love with me you used to tell me that your mother is dead against you boys marrying and leaving home. I think I’d be terrified of her.”

“You wouldn’t,” he had argued (against his own convictions).

But Christa had been adamant. So, with renewed passion and vigour Tony continued his pursuit. He resorted to the kind of dishonesty so common to men and women in a like situation. He pretended to enjoy the serious plays or concerts that Christa favoured. He assured her that her taste was his in all things. He did everything except take her down to Queen’s Lacey. He knew it was because he was afraid. Of his mother—of the effect the two women might have upon each other. So he concocted various excuses; either that ‘everybody was down with flu’, or ‘everybody was away’; always some reason for putting off the evil day. If Christa seemed content, Tony was not at all sure that her mother was equally deceived. Tony was a little nervous of Sarah Morley. She had all the charm that she had bequeathed to her daughter and she was a courageous woman with modern ideas, and still quite attractive at forty-five. But he felt that he did not really get on with her; that she did not believe every word he said (as Christa did). When Mrs. Morley had, in fact, asked him one day when he was going to show Christa his famous farm, he had coughed and answered:

“To tell you the honest truth, Mrs. Morley, I have been waiting in the hope that Christa would change her mind and become engaged to me. I’ve got a sort of feeling I want to take her down to Queen’s Lacey and tell the family that it’s fait accompli, then marry Christa very quickly.”

Mrs. Morley had made no comment. For the next few weeks he pursued this course until the day came when Christa said ‘yes’. His heart had leapt with triumph when she had finally locked her slim supple fingers around his neck and whispered:

“Darling Tony, I have begun to feel we really will be happy together. You shall see—Christa will turn into a good solid farmer’s wife.”

They had laughed together and Tony had said:

“Nothing of the kind. I want you to stay as you are.” All in the fervour of the moment without meaning it.

Christa would have to become a farmer’s wife. He had no intention ever of abandoning Queen’s Lacey or the handsome income which his mother allowed him and his brothers. When Mrs. Chalford died, things might be different. Then he might sell his share to the other two boys, leave the district and travel a bit. But Julia Chalford was a healthy hearty fifty-five. Tony was quite sure she had another useful twenty years ahead of her, he would not wish it otherwise. There was a particularly strong link between him and his mother.

Well—here he was—about to break the news to her. Richard might be right when he hinted that he, Tony, would not find it easy to live his personal life as he wished. But he must have a shot at it. He could no longer shirk the issue. He must bring Christa down here tomorrow.


CHAPTER THREE

AS Julia Chalford walked into the dining-room, the grandfather clock in the big oak-panelled hall, a feature of which was a fine Jacobean fireplace, struck eight o’clock. Mrs. Chalford adjusted the little enamelled watch which was pinned on the lapel of her tweeds.

“One minute slow,” she said.

“Which means you are one minute late for breakfast; shame on you, Mama!” said Richard.

She made no comment but gave him a somewhat supercilious glance.

“Good morning, dear boys,” she said.

Tony got up. With his habitual courtesy, he pushed her chair in for her, then returned to his place, wiping his lips with a table napkin.

Richard took one or two noisy gulps of his coffee. Pip who was reading a poultry paper glanced over the rim of it and said:

“Jolly nice morning, Mum.”

She smiled at him. She usually felt benevolent towards her youngest born. He was not very clever, poor Pip. None of them ever knew how he had got his degree; he had just scraped through. But he was a plodder and one could not help being attached to him. He was rather like an amiable puppy, with his fair thick hair; his faculty for breaking things, his blue shy eyes. She also felt kindly disposed toward him because he was so completely under her thumb. He did exactly what she wanted, when she wanted it.

They were all different. As she helped herself to coffee and toast, Julia Chalford cast another almost hostile glance at Richard. She felt no pride because he was the brilliant one. He was a rebel—less subject to her domination—and recently she had found him growing more argumentative, more individual. She felt a hostility toward him for which she had her own dark secret reasons.

To a woman of her spirit, any form of rebellion was tedious. The one thing in the world that Julia Chalford most enjoyed was the complete enslavement of her family. She did not expect to be argued with. So far, Tony and Pip had been good sons and neither had given her real cause for alarm. Not so Richard who was growing further away from her every year. Yet he was in paradox an excellent farmer. Fourteen years after her husband’s death, James no longer had power to irritate Julia. He had lain so long and peacefully in his grave at the church in Amersham which had been his favourite, and where most of the Chalfords were buried. But in his lifetime, he and she had been constantly at loggerheads. He had been a farmer, but a bad one, more interested in books and bird-watching. It was she, in fact, who had kept the farm going during the war years. She who was the dictator at Queen’s Lacey. Well—she had proved herself both able and judicious. She prided herself on the fact.

She endured Richard’s temperament only because of his love of the land and of Queen’s Lacey. That was something in his favour. But she detested his sense of humour. He and he alone could make her flush with anger when he directed any of his jokes toward herself.

Her pale blue eyes, unbeautiful and hard under their short sandy lashes, then turned with real pride and pleasure to her first-born. Her dear Tony! So handsome, she thought; such a thorough gentleman, and so like her own father. Neither a poet nor a dreamer. She understood and appreciated Tony’s logic, his sense of thrift, his legal mind—his business capabilities.

She tried to engage him in conversation about the meeting at which they were due at the Milk Marketing Board in Slough. He answered shortly, and seemed unlike himself. She said:

“Is there anything wrong, Tony?”

“Nothing. I’m fine, thanks,” said Tony, pushed back his chair and fumbled in his pocket for his cigarette case.

Richard looked up from his eggs and bacon and grinned. He began to sing in a theatrical voice:


“‘In delay there lies no plenty

   Then come kiss me sweet and twenty.’”



Pip sniggered.

Julia Chalford’s lips tightened. She knew her sons well. Pip, of course, was weak and devoted to Richard who, his mother had always thought, had a bad influence on him. But there was something the matter with Tony; she could tell that.

Richard glanced at Tony’s back. He was staring out of the dining-room window.

“I think Tony wants a doctor. He is a very sick man,” said Richard.

“Why do you say that?” asked Mrs. Chalford sharply. She was an excellent mother and fully believed that her sons returned the devotion which she lavished upon them.

Now Tony swung round and growled at his brother.

“I hate these saucy moods of yours, Richard, especially during breakfast. Do go out and get rid of some of your superfluous energy.”

Richard laughed.

“I shall soon be getting rid of it in France, mon cher. This time tomorrow I hope to be enjoying my coffee and croissants in Rouen.”

“Oh dear—yes—of course you’re crossing over to France tonight,” said Mrs. Chalford.

Pip suddenly pushed back his chair.

“I must be off. I’ve got a date with Joe Thornton.”

“About the chickens?” asked Mrs. Chalford.

“Yes.”

“Remember me to him,” said Mrs. Chalford.

Joseph Thornton was an old friend. Only the green hedges marked the boundary line between their two estates. They had always got on very well. “And also to Susan,” she added.

“Don’t mention me——” cut in Richard.

Now Pip’s round schoolboy face flushed and he looked at Richard with a scowl.

“I think you’re being rotten to Susan. When I was with Mr. Thornton yesterday he kept asking why you never go over to see them at Hillside nowadays.”

It was Richard’s turn to flush—a very faint colour rising under his rich tan. Some of the humorous sparkle left his eyes. He said nothing but once out in the hall with his younger brother, he spoke in a soft voice that had a menacing ring to it.

“If I were you, Pip, I wouldn’t meddle in these affairs. You don’t know anything about Susan and myself. And please do not discuss me with old Joe.”

Pip, very red now, expostulated.

“Everyone knows that Sue is in love with you and you’ve been going round with her and——”

Richard interrupted. He still spoke softly but his eyes had narrowed and he gave Pip a very gentle shove from behind.

“That’s quite enough. Just learn to keep your mouth shut. And if you’d like to know—I have not been philandering with Sue Thornton. I’ve known her ever since she was a kid with pigtails—just as you and Tony have. If she’s gone and got herself all het up about me, just because I was mistaken enough to kiss her under the mistletoe last Christmas, that’s her fault. But I haven’t asked her to marry me, neither do I intend to play games with her in the cornfield. I don’t happen to be that way inclined. Now do go and fold the chickens’ wings and, see that they say their prayers.”

“Silly ass,” muttered Pip and with burning ears slouched out of the house. He was no longer a schoolboy but Richard always seemed to be able to rub him up the wrong way.

“Well—was Rich only making one of his poor jokes—or are you ill, Tony?” Mrs. Chalford asked her son.

He flung himself into a chair beside her. He took a deep breath at his cigarette.

Queer, he was thinking, how a mature man of twenty-eight years could still feel like a foolish youth who had something to confess to a mother who was almost certain to want to administer chastisement.

“Well, go on dear,” said Mrs. Chalford, and gave him an encouraging smile.

Now that he was about to tell her of his love for Christa and his desire to marry, he felt strangely awkward. What could his mother know of passionate love? Yet she must have been fond of his father to have married him, and to have begotten three sons. But the old man had died at an age when schoolboys rarely notice or enquire into the love-lives of their parents. And only in later years had Julia Chalford given them to understand that she had found their father more of a hindrance than a help at Queen’s Lacey.

She had never shown any desire to marry again; she was a type that Tony, when thinking of other women, would have called ‘frigid’.

He coughed, frowned at the point of his cigarette, and remained silent until Julia Chalford grew really alarmed.

“Tony, something is wrong. Have you anything disastrous to tell me? If so, get on with it. I think you should know by now that I can take a blow without making a fuss.”

He gave a slight laugh but avoided her gaze.

“I wouldn’t call it disastrous, Mother, it’s just that—well—it may be a shock to you.”

Now her heart plunged, seemed to stop beating, then continued more rapidly. She took a clean handkerchief out of the bag which lay on her lap and put it against her lips; it smelt of eau-de-Cologne. She never used perfume.

“Ah!” she said. “It’s something to do with a woman.”

“You’ve hit it.”

“Have you got some girl into trouble?”

Now Tony burst out laughing. He felt the tension easing.

“Really, Mother, how supreme of you to jump to such a conclusion. I thought you had more respect for me. I am not given to running round the countryside getting girls into trouble.”

Mrs. Chalford allowed herself to join in the laughter.

“Well, dear, you’re in such a state—what have you done?”

“I’ve become engaged,” he announced abruptly. “I want you to know that I’m going to be married.”

There was a complete and utter silence. Mrs. Chalford looked straight ahead of her at the portrait of her grandfather. A shockingly arrogant bewhiskered face. She was remarkably like him. He had been a terrifying figure but she had been so small when he died that she could remember little except his icy voice and the patronizing manner in which he had patted her head and given her sixpence one Christmas just before his death.

What Tony had just said was a stunning blow. As she did not speak, he continued:

“Her name is Christa Morley.”

“I see,” said Julia Chalford, pushing away her plate and folded her hands on the table, biting a little at her lower lip. “Well—go on.”

Tony went on. He told her all that he had told his brother Richard earlier this morning. He made the same excuse that he had made to Christa’s own mother for not having introduced Christa to Queen’s Lacey before now.

“I wanted to be quite sure, then bring her down here as my future wife,” he ended.

Julia Chalford moistened her lips with her tongue. Her clear mind had taken in every word that Tony uttered. She had not missed a single detail. He had gone into a florist’s shop in the King’s Road, Chelsea, and bought a buttonhole for a wedding (she could remember the very wedding because she, herself, had attended it). There he had met this girl whose mother kept the shop. Christa was, to use his own words, remarkably beautiful and intelligent; they had fallen in love with each other; he had proposed to her and had been accepted.

Frantically Julia sought to put this thing in its best aspect. Thank God, at least, the girl was a lady. Her father had been a doctor. And she had an aunt who was the widow of a baronet. Mrs. Chalford, by nature a snob, could not have borne it if one of her sons had decided to marry a cheap second-rate young woman. She did not relish the idea that Christa’s widowed mother was running a shop and the girl, herself, served in it. Of course these days nobody thought badly about that sort of thing. Many a woman of distinction had gone into ‘trade’. Julia, herself, could only be called a ‘farmer’. But the Chalfords were and always had been wealthy owners of property. These Morleys seemed to be hard-up and ‘nobodies’. Tony had disappointed her. She had expected him to choose quite a different sort of girl—one of the hunting set around here.
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