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  1


  Charles Drayton was bored. He yawned as the Air Ministry car carried him swiftly through Barnet and Potters Bar, and he yawned again as they turned off the main thoroughfare through winding, twisting lanes leading to a small patch of country that was still surprisingly rural although within easy reach of London.


  It was Saturday and Charles had planned to spend the weekend at his own home in Worcestershire. There he would have been riding round his estate or walking over the fields with his bailiff. Instead, he had been forced to make arrangements to have luncheon at Lynbrooke Castle and inspect an invention that he was already certain in his mind would not be of the slightest use.


  He had protested at this change in his plans, and with no avail. His Chief was adamant.


  “The Minister has asked personally that you go yourself, Drayton. I know it’s inconvenient, but what do the ‘powers that be’ care about our inconvenience? It need not take you long.”


  However short the time he must spend at Lynbrooke Castle, Charles knew it had ruined his weekend. It would be too late, by the time he left, for him to get down to Worcestershire till the evening, and it would not be worthwhile going at all under the circumstances, for he had to be back in London on Sunday night.


  Charles told himself that he loathed Ministers who were asked special favours by their friends. If the Earl of Lynbrooke wanted his nephew’s invention vetted, why couldn’t he let it go through the ordinary and proper channels for such matters? Why should he, Charles Drayton, be brought into it?


  Actually, he knew the answer to that, although he was too modest to admit it himself. His own career in the Royal Air Force had been meteoric. The youngest Air Vice-Marshal in the Service, he owed his success not only to his brilliant leadership and daring exploits in the War, but also to the fact that peace had found him to be equally successful in another branch of the R.A.F.


  It was his desire for efficiency that had made him design his first improvement to a fighter plane, and it was the realisation that he could see a fault and know how to correct it that made him eventually Number Two in the Department of Aeronautical Research.


  Three of Charles’ inventions were already in production as standardised parts of the new Fighters. Unfortunately from his point of view, the newspapers had got to know of this. The public were accordingly informed that “One of the Heroes of the Air” – as he was called to his disgust – “has now turned inventor”. And there was nothing he could do to stop his picture from appearing in every national newspaper with paragraph after paragraph of inaccurate information beneath it.


  Once his name was before the public, Charles found it difficult to withdraw into obscurity, and although he was given a ‘window-dressing’ job in the Air Ministry to hide his real and more secret activities, there were of course a number of people who were well aware on what he was working at the moment.


  It was for this reason that one of his few days of relaxation had been taken from him and he had been sent off on what he was already convinced was a fool’s errand.


  The car twisted and turned and then unexpectedly drove in through some high lodge gates. Charles looked around him. The park on a bleak February afternoon was not particularly prepossessing. The ground looked sodden from the recent rains and the trees, bleak and leafless, made it hard to believe that spring would soon be hack again in all its verdant beauty.


  The car bumped uncomfortably, and Charles was forced to crouch down to prevent his head being bashed against the roof. The driver took his foot off the accelerator, but not before another bump caused Charles to swear softly beneath his breath as he put out his hand to steady himself.


  The drive was undoubtedly in a disgraceful state of repair. There were potholes everywhere and as they were filled with water it was difficult to know how deep they were. But one thing was certain, it was quite impossible to avoid them, and even with the car going at the slowest speed possible, Charles found himself pitched and tossed about as if he were on a rough sea.


  With a sense of relief he saw the house in front of them, noting at the same time that it was quite one of the ugliest buildings he had ever seen.


  Lynbrooke Castle was mentioned in the Domesday Book ­– but the eighth Earl had fancied himself as an architect and in 1890 had destroyed the last remnants of the Queen Anne house that had been built on the site of the original castle and had erected instead a red brick building in excruciating taste. It stood squarely facing an avenue of oak trees, which, having been planted four hundred years earlier, were resolute enough not to faint away at sight of the new edifice.


  There was no sacrilege against art and architecture that the Earl had not committed. He had liked ornamentation, and in consequence the house was adorned with columns, porticoes and pediments. Battlements, spires and turrets peppered the roofs and there were even a dozen Victorian statues perched in niches between the first-floor windows.


  It was with a sense of stupefaction that Charles surveyed the castle. It was farcical that such an outrage against good taste should have survived the war. The house was in almost as bad repair as the drive. The paint on the windows had long since peeled and blistered into a dirty grey uniformity, several panes were missing from a horrifying mosaic of coloured glass over the front door, and a large clump of creeper, which someone had endeavoured to grow up the side of the portico, had fallen down and lay sprawled in untidy abandonment across the doorstep.


  Charles pulled the front door bell with the conviction, which was obviously not unfounded, that it would not work. After some minutes’ wait a dog began to bark and after a further delay there was the sound of slow, shuffling footsteps approaching the door. Charles turned to his chauffeur.


  “You had better try to get some food in the village if there is one,” he said, “and be back here at 2.30 sharp.”


  “Very good, Sir.”


  The man saluted and got back into the car as the front door opened slowly and wheezily. An old man with grey hair and a brown, weather-beaten face stood there wearing a shabby uniform coat trimmed with silver buttons.


  “I’m sorry if I’ve kept you waiting, Sir,” he said, “but the bell’s been broke these last three months.”


  “Wouldn’t it be a good idea to have it mended?” Charles asked as he stepped into the hall.


  “We’ll get round to it in time,” the old man said cheerily as he took Charles’ cap. “We ain’t had time recently for such things.”


  Charles nearly retorted that that was obvious. The hall, dark and cheerless, was as untidy and uncared-for as the outside of the castle. Tables and oak chests were littered with a miscellaneous collection of caps, hats, whips, gloves, pieces of string, old magazines, tennis racquets and rubber balls. In one corner wellingtons and galoshes rested beside two dog-baskets and a bowl of water. In another a golf bag thick with dust had fallen to the floor beside a gardening basket on wheels and a deck-chair, which must have been brought in from the garden the previous summer. The old servant led the way across the hall and into a large room on the other side of it.


  The room was unexpectedly pleasing. It was shabby and the chintz covers were almost white with innumerable cleanings, but the walls were half-hidden by books, and where there were no books there were windows opening on to a view that stretched across the parkland – beyond there were lakes and woods and a green valley running as far as the eye could see.


  Charles had not imagined there could be such a magnificent view so near to London and instinctively his feet carried him towards the window. Then, as he stood looking out, he heard a breezy young voice beside him say,


  “I suppose you are admiring our view. Everyone does!”


  He turned quickly, not having realised that anyone had come into the room. To his astonishment he found himself looking at one of the loveliest children he had ever seen in his life. She could not, he thought, be much more than twelve or thirteen. Her hair, naturally wavy, was the pale gold of jasmine blossom, and her eyes were the deep, vivid blue of the Mediterranean Sea. She was small and delicately made with a tiny, pointed chin, and the fingers of the hand she held out to him were long and sensitive.


  “You are Air Vice-Marshal Drayton, aren’t you?” she said. I am Xandra Gale. I am sorry my father is not here to meet you. He has gone down to the stables as we are rather worried about one of the cows.”


  Her self-possession and grown-up air of assurance made Charles feel almost at a loss.


  “How do you do?” he said a little stiffly. “Perhaps I am early! I was not sure how long it would take me to get here.”


  “I think it is only a quarter to one,” Xandra told him, “but all the clocks in the house are broken and we have to rely on Mrs. Fergusson’s wireless for the right time. As she is cooking the luncheon, I can’t ask her now.”


  “No, of course not!” Charles said. “And it doesn’t matter much as I am here, does it? It would have been much worse if I had been late.”


  “Much worse,” Xandra informed him solemnly. “We are having a very special luncheon today because of you. We have even killed one of the hens and as we have only got ten left, it makes it quite an occasion.”


  “I am indeed honoured,” Charles said with a faint smile.


  “It is so very important that you should like Michael’s invention,” Xandra said.


  “Is it?” Charles asked.


  Xandra nodded her fair head.


  “You see, if you don’t, Michael will have to marry ‘Phone and Photo’, and that would be too awful!”


  “‘Phone and Photo’?” Charles repeated bewilderingly.


  “That is what we call her, of course,” Xandra explained. “Her real name is Susan Butler and her parents live on the next estate to this. They bought it last year. They are frightfully rich and what Michael calls ‘frightfully suburban’. Susan talks about the ‘phone’ and a ‘photo’, and ‘going up to town’. She uses ‘perfume’ instead of ‘scent’ and calls their sitting-room ‘the lounge’. It sets Michael’s teeth on edge but she is crazy about him and is always ringing him up. We can’t bear her. That is why it would be so awful if he had to marry her.”


  “Is such a course really inevitable?” Charles asked in all seriousness.


  Xandra nodded.


  “Unless you take Michael’s invention, there will be nothing else for him to do,” she said. “He can’t keep a job of any sort. He has tried two or three since the war, but nobody will keep him for long. He just loathes being ordered about. We Gales are all like that.”


  “Michael is your brother, I suppose?” Charles asked.


  Xandra shook her head.


  “Oh no, he is our cousin. His father and mother were killed in an aeroplane accident in America, and Michael seems like a brother, for he has always been here. That is why we couldn’t bear him to marry ‘Phone and Photo’. You do understand, don’t you?”


  “Yes, yes, of course,” Charles said unconvincingly.


  With a sense of relief he saw the door opening. But it was another child who entered. As she crossed the room, Charles stared at her in surprise, for he could hardly believe his eyes. She was indeed a complete replica of the little girl to whom he was already talking. They were also dressed alike in old, well-washed sweaters of dark green with skirts of a matching tweed which even to Charles’ experienced eye appeared unnecessarily short.


  “This is Olga,” Xandra explained as the other child drew nearer. “Olga, this is Air Vice-Marshal Drayton. I have just told him how important it is for him to like Michael’s invention.”


  “It is very nice of you to come down and see it,” Olga said, holding out her hand to Charles.


  He looked down at the children as they stood together. It was, he decided, impossible for anyone to tell them apart.


  “You must be twins,” he said.


  “Of course,” Xandra said briefly, as if the remark were unnecessary, which indeed it was. “Where is Toria?” she added, turning to Olga.


  “She hasn’t come back yet,” Olga replied. “You know she said she might be late.”


  Xandra nodded.


  “Toria’s our sister,” she explained to Charles. “She had to go to London. She poses for photographers and gets awfully well paid for it – but she was angry that she had to go up today, being a Saturday, and especially as you were coming.”


  “Look here, before anyone else arrives,” Charles said, “just tell me briefly of what your family consists. It is all rather muddling for a stranger, you know.”


  “It is not very difficult really,” Xandra said. “There are only six of us in the house. Daddy, Toria, Olga and myself and Lettice and Michael.”


  “Who is Lettice?” Charles asked. “Is she another sister?”


  “No, she is Michael’s sister,” Xandra explained. “There are only three of us. Three unwanted girls, because, we ought to have been boys. It will be the first time for generations that the title hasn’t descended from father to son.”


  “And Toria is how old?” Charles asked.


  “Oh, what is she?” Xandra enquired of Olga. “Twenty-one or twenty-two, I never can remember.”


  “Twenty-one,” Olga said quietly. “Don’t you remember, she said she ought to have had fireworks on her last birthday, but no one made any fuss of her because she was only a girl?”


  “Of course I remember now,” Xandra exclaimed. “Yes, Toria is twenty-one.”


  “It is a very unusual name,” Charles said.


  Both twins smiled simultaneously.


  “Everyone says that,” Xandra said. “Her real name is Victoria, of course. Our Mother loved royalty and we are all called after Queens. Toria after Queen Victoria, I’m after Queen Alexandra...” She stopped and looked at Olga. “Shall we take him on?” she asked, and without waiting for an answer she turned to Charles. “I bet you a shilling you can’t tell us what Queen Olga is called after.”


  Charles thought hard. As far as he could remember, there had never been a Queen Olga.


  “Was she Russian?” he hazarded at length.


  The twins went into shrieks of laughter.


  “Pay up,” they said.


  Solemnly Charles took a shilling from his pocket and handed it to Xandra.


  “Now we’ll tell you,” she said. “Olga is named after Queen Mary.”


  “Queen Mary?” Charles exclaimed in astonishment.


  “Yes, it’s her fifth name. Nobody ever knows, and we make an awful lot on bets, don’t we, Olga?”


  Olga looked worried.


  “One day someone will know, and then we won’t be able to pay them. What shall we do then?”


  “We will have to give it to them in bits,” Xandra replied. “What do you call it? The instalment system.”


  Olga looked doubtful.


  “Would that be all right?” she asked.


  “Of course it would,” Xandra said scornfully. “Wouldn’t it?” she enquired of Charles.


  “Perfectly all right,” Charles reassured her.


  “I knew it would,” Xandra said. “Olga needn’t fuss – nobody ever guesses correctly. But she is very particular. She is religious, you see. She has found out that we were a Catholic family before Cromwell started fighting them and the second Earl joined his Army. Olga wants Father to turn back again, and of course he won’t.”


  Charles fortunately had not to reply to this because the door was opened and two dogs hurled themselves into the room, followed by Lord Lynbrooke. The dogs rushed at Charles, barking ferociously and at the same time wagging their tails, while their owner and the twins screamed at them at the tops of their voices so that the noise was almost deafening.


  When the dogs had been dragged away from Charles and petted into silence, he found himself facing a middle-aged man with a bald head, a long fair moustache and vague, apologetic blue eyes, which seemed to have difficulty in focusing on anything in the immediate foreground. Charles was to learn, as he knew him better, that Lord Lynbrooke invariably spoke with an air of deliberate courtesy as if it was an effort for him to make conversation and he was choosing every word with care. It was a disconcerting habit, especially as the Earl never took part in any general conversation and had a way of starting a subject of his own regardless of what had been going on around him.


  People who were deeply engrossed in a friendly argument or a conversation in which everyone had joined would find it confusing to say the least of it when Lord Lynbrooke would suddenly enquire if they suffered from rheumatism or if they did not think the weather had been very wet recently.


  At times it seemed remarkably like a snub or a reminder that they were becoming too obstreperous, but after a time they grew to know that nothing was further from His Lordship’s thoughts. It was just that he lived in a world of his own. The hurly-burly of everyday life went on around him, but he did not notice it. He might have been alone in some mountain vastness from the little notice he took of the other people in his house, unless he chose to address one of them individually.


  Only on the subject of the First World War could he come voluble and expansive. It had been the happiest time of his life, a time when he had known comradeship and enjoyed the company of his fellow men. His stories were outdated and incredibly boring to the younger generation who had never known the mud of Flanders, the blood and tears of the trenches. But to Lord Lynbrooke the horrors and privations, the battles and bombardments were as fresh in his mind as if they had happened yesterday.


  He moved around the castle like a kindly ghost always accompanied by his two spaniels, named with what he erroneously imagined was a streak of original humour – Brandy and Soda. Brandy was a golden Cocker Spaniel, and Soda, exactly the same size, was white with brown patches. They accompanied the Earl wherever he went and slept at the foot of his bed. If by any chance one of them was shut outside a door or parted from him by some mistake, its howls and violent onslaught of scratching and banging would reverberate throughout the castle.


  “I am sorry I was not here to meet you,” Lord Lynbrooke said to Charles. “Did you have a good journey down?”


  He spoke as if London was far distant and the journey long and tedious.


  “It took me a shorter time than I expected,” Charles said, feeling his early arrival required explanation.


  “Luncheon should be ready,” Lord Lynbrooke said. “Let us go in.”


  He walked across the room and the dogs, who were being fondled by the twins, broke away from them and followed closely at his heels. The twins stood back for Charles to precede them. He did so, feeling that the procession was somehow an odd one.


  The dining room, an enormous room, hideous and unprepossessing, which opened off the other side of the hall, was covered from floor to ceiling with pale brown oak. There were two very badly executed family portraits on the wall and the carpet, Charles noted, was so threadbare that one was lucky if one reached a seat without catching one’s foot in a hole.


  The Earl sat down at the head of the table in a high-backed chair. Charles hesitated, and as no one said anything to him he seated himself on his right. He had no sooner sat down than he had to rise again. In the doorway, which they had left open behind them, appeared two people. One of them was a girl of about twenty with dark hair parted in the middle and a strange, rather arresting face that would, Charles thought, have struck one as being exceptionally pretty if one had not already looked at the twins.


  “Come along, come along,” the Earl said testily. “Luncheon is ready.”


  The third girl crossed the room to Charles’ side.


  “I am Lettice Gale,” she said. “I am so glad you have come.”


  “It seems a pity no one could tell me that the Air Vice-Marshal was here,” a deep voice said bitterly, and Michael Gale, entering the room behind her, glared at the twins before he shook hands with Charles. “I meant to be on the doorstep to meet you, Sir,” he said, “but I did not know the time. The clocks never seem to go in this house.


  “It is quite all right,” Charles answered. “I was early and was well entertained as it happened.”


  He looked at Xandra as he spoke, and she smiled back at him.


  “The Air-Marshal is terribly nice, Michael,” she said. “I am sure he is going to like your invention.”


  Michael merely scowled, and as he sat down next to her at the table, Charles saw that he tried to kick her under the table.


  Michael Gale was exactly as Charles had expected him to be, having looked up his confidential report at the Air Ministry before he left London. It had told him that Squadron-Leader Gale was brilliant in action but erratic and not dependable at other times. He had won the D.F.C. and Bar for conspicuous gallantry but had fallen out with the authorities on the ground and had received one bad report after another from his Commanding Officers.


  Charles had a mental picture of Michael before he arrived, but like everything else at Lynbrooke Castle he, too, was unexpected. He was, Charles thought, almost as good-looking in his way as the twins in theirs. He was as handsome as any film star, tall, broad-shouldered and with the clear-cut features that one expected to find in the illustrations of a woman’s magazine.


  But what spoilt him was his expression. He looked sulky and even disagreeable, and he had not smiled since he entered the room, not even when he had greeted Charles. Yet there was doubtless an explanation for this, the latter thought. He had been kicking his heels since the War. He had found himself to be yet another post-war failure, and it would not have come easily to him to accept defeat. He was the type who wanted to be top dog, to enjoy life, to spend money. Charles had seen so many of them – young men who were only at their best when they were riding the skies and who in consequence found an office or disciplined life completely intolerable on their return to earth.


  Charles noted, too, with disapproval that Michael’s clothes were unconventional and untidy. He wore a high-necked sweater, a thing Charles most detested, and his corduroy trousers were the colour of very old port.


  By this time, they were all seated at the table. Lettice had taken her place on Charles’ right and the twins were on the other side of the table, one on each side of Michael. There was, however, an empty place at the end, and just as the old manservant had reached Charles’ side with the chicken, Toria came in.


  Once again there was pandemonium. The dogs rushed at her, yelping with delight, and the twins shouted above the noise, while their father thundered at them to be quiet. As Charles rose to his feet, he found Toria beside him. He had expected her to be pretty, having seen the rest of the family, but he was not prepared for her to be utterly and breathtakingly lovely. At the same time he realised that her face was somehow familiar and remembered after a moment how often he had seen it looking at him from the glossy pages of The Tatler or the other illustrated newspapers. “Lady Victoria Gale, beautiful eldest daughter of the Earl of Lynbrooke.”


  He could remember at least a dozen photographs, and yet not one of them had ever begun to do her justice. Her hair was fair, like the twins’ and fell in one heavy golden wave over her forehead, the ends curling faintly an inch above her shoulders. Her eyes were as blue as Xandra’s but appeared twice as large, while her face was a perfect oval though almost too thin. In repose, her mouth drooped a little wistfully, and she was like, Charles thought unexpectedly, a nymph who has got lost in an enchanted forest.


  For the very first time in his life he wanted to protect a woman. There was something infinitely pathetic about Toria, something exquisite about her pale, golden loveliness. She was like an Easter lily, so delicate, so fragile, that one felt that the slightest breath of wind might destroy her.


  “I am sorry to be late,” she said.


  Her voice was the most, unexpected thing about her, Charles thought. It was deep, low and a trifle husky. Charles felt her hand touch his and then she had taken her place at the bottom of the table. She took off her coat as she did so. She was dressed in a very smart, tight-fitting gown of black satin.


  “I’ve had an exhausting morning,” she said, speaking to no one in particular, but to the table in general. “I had to model six different dresses, each one more nauseating than the last. It took them hours and hours posing me against cellophane and bits of newspapers, but I didn’t dare complain for fear it would take longer. And when at last I got away I simply flew to the Tube.”


  “You had left your car at Barnet, hadn’t you?” Lettice asked. Toria nodded.


  “Yes, and the beastly thing wouldn’t start, but a taxi driver helped. He had to give me a tow and that all took time. I thought I should never get here.”


  “The Air Vice-Marshal arrived,” Michael said, “but nobody bothered to tell me.”


  “Oh dear, I am sorry,” Toria said.


  “We entertained him,” Xandra said. “Didn’t we?”


  “You did indeed,” Charles replied. “I am afraid I was early.” As he said it, he decided he was sick of apologising to this erratic household, but as Toria smiled at him, his irritation vanished.


  “Nobody is ever on time here,” she said. “The next time you come to see us, arrange to be half an hour late and then we shall all be waiting for you.”


  The chicken had at last gone the round of the table. There was very little left except the carcass when it finally reached Lettice. Charles, looking at his portion, wondered if he dared eat it before it got completely cold or if he must wait for the vegetables. He had just decided that he would not wait while the old man fiddled on the side-table with dishes, when a woman put her head round the door that led into the pantry.


  “Jim’s here to say her be a-startin’,” she announced.


  Charles looked up in surprise. The woman’s tone sounded urgent. The old man put down the dishes with a crash.


  “It’s Daisy, My Lord,” he said to the Earl, and went hurrying through the door, taking his uniform coat off as he went. Charles was not in the least prepared for what happened next. There was a dry of “Daisy!” from the twins and then they, Toria and Lettice sprang to their feet.


  “You’ll have to help, Michael,” Toria said as she went, and reluctantly Michael too followed the others.


  A moment later Charles found himself alone in the dining room except for Lord Lynbrooke.


  “We’ll have to help ourselves,” the Earl said unconcernedly.


  “What has happened?” Charles enquired.


  “It is Daisy, one of our cows. I think she is having twins. We have been expecting her to calve all this week and the vet said when he looked at her yesterday that she might have a difficult time. I am sorry it should have happened just at this moment, but that was our cowman who was waiting on us. He was in the house before the war, but now he is on the farm and he only comes back when we have important people to meals. Servants are difficult to get nowadays.”


  “Yes, indeed they are,” Charles said, helping himself somewhat gingerly to some cabbage which looked as if it had been incompletely washed rather than boiled.


  “I find these sort of things always happen at mealtimes,” Lord Lynbrooke remarked. “I remember in the First World War, 14-18, that the Germans always started a barrage whenever we sat down to a decent meal. Once we had killed a calf, and just…”


  Charles’ thoughts wandered away from his host’s somewhat boring story. He was thinking of Toria. Why hadn’t he realised that the beautiful Toria Gale was Lord Lynbrooke’s daughter? He supposed it was because he never moved amongst the smart social set whose movements were reported in the gossip columns and whose doings were as well-known as any film star’s.


  His mother entertained a great deal in the country for him, and when she came to London, which was seldom, she would insist on giving dinner and theatre parties to which young women were invited automatically as partners for him. Toria had never been among them, and Charles had the feeling now that his mother would not approve of her.


  He remembered some of the things she advertised. There was Ponds Cold Cream, of course, a well-known woollen manufacturer’s jumpers and cardigans, dresses by famous designers, hats, shoes and gloves. He had seen her wearing them all, and even without his knowing it, her face had haunted him a little so that the young women his mother presented to him seemed somehow gauche and rather heavy after the delicacy of Toria’s gentle beauty.


  “. . . and I said then,” the Earl was saying, “Damn it, can’t these fellows ever let us have a meal in peace?”


  Charles laughed as Xandra came rushing into the room.


  “Daddy, they’re heifers, both of them.”


  “Good! That is splendid,” the Earl said. “And Daisy’s all right?”


  “Yes, she’s all right. She bellowed like the bull of Basan and everyone helped except Olga. She just prayed.”


  “That helped too,” Olga retorted, coming into the room,


  She was followed by the rest of the family.


  “Isn’t it splendid, Daddy? Two heifers,” Toria said, “and Daisy is as pleased as Punch.”


  She sat down in her seat at the end of the table.


  “My chicken is quite cold,” she said, “but I suppose it does not matter.”


  “Shall we pass round the vegetables?” Xandra asked. “It is no use waiting for old Fergie. He won’t be able to leave Daisy yet awhile.”


  “Oh, let us wait on ourselves,” Lettice said. “I don’t see why we have to have Fergie anyway. I don’t think he impresses anyone and he smells of the cowshed.”


  “He doesn’t,” Xandra said angrily, “and I think he waits very well. He polished his buttons for hours last night. You were impressed by him, weren’t you, Air-Marshal?”


  She turned appealingly to Charles.


  “I thought he looked extremely efficient,” Charles lied.


  “There, I shall tell Fergie that,” Xandra said. “He will be frightfully disappointed at not being able to finish the luncheon.”


  She slapped some cabbage down on her plate and looked across at Lettice who, however, was not taking the slightest notice of her.


  “You have got an estate of your own, haven’t you?” Lettice said to Charles.


  “Yes, a small place down in Worcestershire,” Charles replied. “How did you know?”


  “I had heard of it,” Lettice replied, and her eyes were raised to Charles’ face in what he thought was somehow meant to be a flattering manner.


  “She didn’t hear of it at all,” Xandra whispered to Michael. “She looked it up in Who’s Who last night. I saw her. Ouch!”


  There was a shriek of pain and Charles knew that Michael had kicked her under the table. He wanted to laugh, but something in Lettice’s face prevented him. He forced himself to go on talking as if he had heard nothing.


  “I farm a little,” he said, “but my land is only arable. I do not go in for stock.”


  “My uncle used to farm here in quite a big way,” Lettice said, “but now the farms are all let or sold, and all we have got left are the stables where the cows are kept and some pigsties adjoining them.”


  “Yet that must be an interest,” Charles said.


  Lettice raised her eyebrows.


  “Not really,” she replied.


  A fruit salad made with apples long past their best, pears that were as hard as bullets and a few sour oranges, followed the chicken, and after that there was a plate of tired biscuits and mousetrap cheese, accompanied by some superlative port, which made Charles look at his host with a new respect.


  “I have only got a few bottles of this left,” Lord Lynbrooke said, “and Michael persuaded me to bring one up for you today. I hope you like port?”


  “Very much, Sir, when it is as good as this.”


  “That reminds me of a story I heard in India…” the Earl began.


  Charles looked down the table at Toria. She was sitting with her elbows on the table, her chin resting on one hand. She was looking at Michael, and it struck Charles suddenly that, although they were not speaking, they were in some way communicating with each other. He looked across the table at the young inventor and decided that he definitely disliked him. There was something about Michael Gale – he could not put his finger on it exactly – but there was something in his general air, the way he lay back in his chair, the expression on his face, which made Charles feel uneasy.


  Toria suddenly got to her feet.


  “I must go and change,” she said. “This is my only decent dress and I can’t afford to sit about in it. Don’t let Daddy keep you too long over your port, Air-Marshal. You want to see Michael’s invention and we shall want to know what you think about it.”


  Charles felt his heart sink. He knew already what he was going to think about Michael’s invention. If he had a good idea, which Charles doubted, it was very unlikely he would be able to carry it out. The port was being passed to him again. He filled his glass for he felt he was going to need sustenance during the next half hour.


  Lord Lynbrooke finished his story. Michael was waiting. There was an air of tension about him even though he appeared to sprawl, relaxed in his chair. Charles suddenly felt sorry for him. He really cared about what he had done, and it was difficult to possess his soul in patience while his uncle meandered on with his long stories and his judge and jury drank the family’s best port. Charles finished his glass and looked across the table.


  “Shall we go now and see what you have to show me?” he asked.


  Michael nodded and rose to his feet. He was scowling, but Charles with a sudden perception realised that his air of sulky disagreeableness was merely a trick of nerves. It was then he felt a hand on his arm and looked down to see Lettice’s dark eyes raised to his.


  “I do hope you like it,” she said very softly.


  2


  Toria walked into the room that was commonly known as “Michael’s Workshop”. It had originally been the Billiard Room. Looking north, it was cold and bleak, although the view over the gardens and the fields beyond sloping down to the woods was very lovely in the springtime. Today, in honour of Charles Drayton’s visit, a log fire had been built in the big open fireplace, but usually when Toria watched Michael work she sat curled up in one of the old, dilapidated armchairs, and when her teeth really began to chatter she would wrap herself in a rug, looking, as Michael had told her more than once, like an Inuit maiden peeping out of an igloo.


  Michael never seemed to feel the cold. Sometimes he would work in his shirt sleeves on the coldest day with the windows wide open and the wind whistling round the room and stirring up papers and old magazines that had been kept there for years, if not generations, for nothing at Lynbrooke was ever thrown away.


  Today, with the fire blazing and the room for once quite pleasantly habitable, Michael looked pinched and cold. He was standing with his back to a dais covered with models and blueprints, which stood in the middle of the room, and his hands were deep in the pockets of his corduroy trousers, while his lower jaw was thrust forward, giving him an expression of surly aggression, which Toria knew only too well was a sign of one of Michael’s moods.


  She came quietly into the room and closed the door behind her. She had changed from her black satin dress into a jumper and skirt. Both had originally been pale blue, and both had faded into the soft indescribable tone of a Scottish sea in the early morning before the sun first lifts the mists and reveals the horizon. Toria crossed the room and slipped her arm through Michael’s.


  “Well, it wasn’t as bad as we feared,” she said, “and – not as good as we had hoped.”


  “It is hopeless,” he said harshly, shaking himself free of her arm and walking across to the dais.


  He stood looking down at the model of his last invention and Toria sat down in the window-seat.


  “The Air-Marshal said he was coming again,” she said reflectively.


  “He looked at you as he said it,” Michael retorted. “It is hopeless! I knew from the moment he entered this room and saw the expression on his face and heard the way he carefully chose his words so as not to hurt me more than he could. ‘Very interesting indeed, Gale,’ he said in that superior tone of his. ‘Of course our fellows have been working on this very idea for some time. Actually I am a little out of touch with them at the moment, but I will make it my business to find out exactly how far they have got, and if there is any chance of your suggestions fitting in with theirs, I will let you know’.”


  Michael spoke in a mocking travesty of Charles’ slow, serious tones and then in his own voice he continued,


  “I may be a fool, but I’m not a damned fool. I may just as well smash the thing up right away. It is just another failure.”


  “Don’t take it so hard, Michael,” Toria said. “It may be better than you think. Charles Drayton didn’t strike me as the type who would gush.”


  “I didn’t ask him to gush, did I?” Michael enquired savagely. “But I’ve had it, I’m too late. This has all been thought of already. Perhaps that is the worst thing of all, to know one hasn’t an original thought in one’s brain.”


  “Oh Michael, Michael!” Toria cried. “We have all got to face disappointments sooner or later.”


  “How many have I faced?” Michael asked. “Do you think I liked losing one job after another? Do you know what the last man who sacked me said? ‘You are unemployable, Gale,’ he remarked. ‘What you want is a factory of your own – in Paradise’.”


  “Poor Michael!” Toria’s voice was soft. “But I believe in you – and you will find the right place one day. It is just a question of waiting and not getting too despondent.”


  Michael strode across the room and back again.


  “I think those kids have got the only right idea,” he said. “I had better marry a rich wife and let her keep me for the rest of my life.”


  Toria laughed.


  “But not ‘Phone and Photo’,” she exclaimed. “She rang up again after luncheon. I forgot to tell you. I said you were engaged, but that you would ring her back when you were free.”


  “I shall do nothing of the sort,” Michael growled.


  “She wanted you to go to a Hunt Ball or something equally nauseating,” Toria said. “I told her I would give you the message. There was nothing else I could do, was there?”


  “Damn the girl! Why can’t she leave me alone?”


  “They don’t, you know, when they are smitten,” Toria said lightly.


  “You should know!” Michael retorted. “Has Pennington been after you again?”


  Toria nodded.


  “He was in the party last night, and of course he contrived to get me alone during the evening.”


  “What did he say?” Michael enquired.


  “Everything that he said before,” Toria replied in a bored voice, “but actually he added one new bit! I said for the nine hundredth time that I had no wish to marry him – then he suggested that I should live with him. He said he would make it worth my while and he would even buy me some emeralds from Cartier’s.”


  “What damned impertinence!” Michael spluttered, then added in a different tone, “All the same, I wonder you don’t, seeing how hard up we are.”


  “I couldn’t stand Pennington for one thing,” Toria said, “and for another, sin is so untidy. I couldn’t be a Mrs. Hagar-Bassett.”


  They both laughed with the easy familiarity of those who encounter a family joke and laugh through sheer habit.


  Mrs. Hagar-Bassett lived exactly opposite the lodge gates. She had a small house with what the twins called an “IN” and “OUT” – a tiny circular drive in which there was only just room for one car to pass IN between a clump of larches up to the front door and then drive OUT through the front gate.


  A retired stockbroker’s widow, Mrs. Hagar-Bassett was a woman in her late thirties or early forties. She kept a maid and a small ten-horse-power car in which she drove about the roads very slowly, but with an utter disregard for the Highway Code.


  How the Earl had come to know her and why he had taken a fancy to her no one knew. She was certainly not pretty or even good-looking, but she had a manner of concentrating intently on the person to whom she was speaking, raising her face to his, and keeping her eyes fixed on her audience almost hypnotically. And she could listen as well as talk. Perhaps that was her attraction. She gave the impression to anyone to whom she was speaking that he was the one and only person with whom she desired to be.


  No one was quite certain what the relationship was between Mrs. Hagar-Bassett and Lord Lynbrooke, or if indeed there was any relationship at all save his desire to talk and hers to listen – but practically every afternoon, as soon as he had finished his after-luncheon nap, Lord Lynbrooke, with Brandy and Soda at his heels, would set off across the park, pass through the lodge gates, walk through Mrs. Hagar-Bassett’s IN gate and raise her highly-polished brass knocker, which was shaped like a dolphin.


  The children talked about her amongst themselves but although they occasionally mentioned her name to their father, he would not be drawn into discussing the lady, nor indeed did he ever ask her to the castle. Daily they would see him go to call on her and two or three hours later they would see him come back, always at the same time, always accompanied by his two spaniels.


  “If only Brandy and Soda would talk, what a lot they would tell us,” Toria said, when she and Michael and Lettice were discussing the mystery of Mrs. Hagar-Bassett.


  “Perhaps they would merely repeat Uncle Arthur’s stories to us,” Lettice suggested, “and that would be more than I could bear.”


  The three of them laughed, but somehow Toria hated to see her father walking off across the park.


  “It is all so untidy,” she had said once, and Lettice looked at her in surprise not understanding what she had meant.


  But Michael had understood.


  “You can’t expect all human relationships to all end like a book with marriage or death,” he said. “There are other endings, you know.”


  “But this is not an ending,” Toria expostulated “it is just one of those nasty rambling episodes that go on and on without a beginning or an ending.”


  “You are intolerant of other people’s frailties,” Michael had accused her – and now, looking at her sitting in the window seat with her fair hair silhouetted against the grey afternoon, he said it again.


  “You are intolerant of other people’s frailties, Toria.”


  “I like that from you, Michael,” she said. “No one is more intolerant than you. Besides, why am I intolerant? Because I don’t like Pennington?”


  “He is not the only one you have refused,” Michael said.


  “You sound like an ambitious Mama trying to thrust your debutante daughter on to the first eligible bachelor who comes along,” Toria laughed. “I am waiting to fall in love.”


  Michael was suddenly very still.


  “That is rather old-fashioned, isn’t it?” he asked.


  “Perhaps,” Toria replied, “but then inside I am rather an old-fashioned sort of girl. People think I am fast because 1 go to any party at which I can get a free meal, because I try to pick up an honest penny now and again with the only assets I have got – my looks and my figure. I can’t see why it is more reprehensible to be photographed in a Hartnell evening dress than to bang a typewriter all day long. The only real difference is that I can’t type and haven’t got brains or the ability to learn.”


  Michael walked across to the fire and stood looking down at it for some time as if he had never seen flames before. He did not speak, so Toria uncurled herself from the window seat and walked across to her usual chair by the hearth. There was no need for the rug today, and she kicked it on to the floor before she sank back against the battered velvet cushions.


  Michael, she thought to herself, was being more incomprehensible than usual this afternoon. She was afraid he would be upset when Charles Drayton had not said right off that his invention was workable. But she had been encouraged when the Air Vice-Marshal had asked if he might come down another day and inspect the model again. Now, thinking it over, she realised that he had looked at her as he had said it.


  She tried to remember if there had been any particular expression of admiration or interest in his eyes. She was used to seeing men’s eyes light up as they looked at her, and she was used to feeling them reaching out towards her either figuratively or physically and she had grown adept at avoiding them.


  But Charles Drayton was different somehow. There was a reserve, an aloof kind of dignity about him which had made her consider him only in the light of being useful to Michael and never for one instant as of interest to herself. She had been nice to him because so much depended on it, but she would have been nice to anyone if she thought he could be of use to Michael. How vulnerable the latter was, she sighed, how absurdly ultra-sensitive about himself.


  She knew so well what Michael was feeling, that mixture of failure and impotence, of isolation and loneliness which was inevitable when he was unable to achieve what he had set out to do. She racked her brains for words of consolation and knew that the last thing Michael would want from her would be pity. She remembered how difficult he and Lettice had been when they first came to Lynbrooke Castle, after their father and mother had been killed in an accident when flying across the American continent. It had been the obvious solution that the two orphans should come to Lynbrooke and live with their cousins, and Toria had not exactly disliked the idea. But she had been afraid of those strange, unknown relations and Michael, too, had made everything as difficult as he could. A boy of sixteen can be very overwhelming to a child of ten.


  But Toria knew later that Michael’s air of superciliousness, his apparent dislike of anyone and anything, and the scorn with which he seemed to regard his new home and everybody in it, was due to an acute sense of pride, a feeling that he and Lettice were being taken in on charity, a feeling that they did not belong, that they were not wanted.


  But a ten-year-old child is not a philosopher, and Toria wept many bitter tears into her pillow at night before she learned that Michael did not hate her half as much as he pretended. She slaved for him, of course, and both she and Lettice ran at his heels in the holidays rather like two well-trained dogs. Then suddenly they had grown up and their relationship changed.


  When Michael went to the war Toria was only a child. When the war ended, he did not come home immediately but finished his service abroad. It was therefore a considerable shock for him to find, when he did return, that Toria was an acknowledged beauty, a lovely, fêted and acclaimed young woman about whom all social London was talking.


  It took them some time to get acclimatised to their new relationship. Sometimes, when Michael was in one of his moods, difficult, sulky and vindictive all at once, Toria found herself forgetting that the years had passed and discovered that the tears were rising to her eyes as easily as when he had first come to Lynbrooke. But when he was enjoying himself and things were going right, no one could have more charm. Toria always said there was nowhere where she could laugh as she did at home, and now that the twins were growing up they added to her conviction that they were all one family against the world. In fact, it was Xandra who put what they all felt into words.


  “Whatever happens,” she said once, “there is always ‘us’ – us against the rest.”


  It was this feeling of unity that had guided Toria through her first years of being grown-up. However many parties she enjoyed, however many invitations were given to her, she always wanted to come home. There was such a cosy, comforting feeling about it all. She would tell everything that had happened to Lettice, flatteringly attentive, to Xandra, wide-eyed and smiling with excitement, and to Olga – dear little saintly Olga whom one always had to be careful not to shock.


  Sometimes Toria would think whimsically to herself that, if she really considered doing anything wrong, it would be Olga who would stop her. She would not be able to face that serious, earnest little face with the feeling that guilt might be written on her own. And last but by no means least, there was Michael. Michael, who could not keep a job of any sort since the war, who always seemed to be at the castle, waiting for her, ready to sneer and jeer at her friends, at her amusements, her work and her interests – yet at the same time she knew that he was as interested in her doings as the others, if not more so.


  Poor Michael, he felt things so deeply and was so hard to help!


  Watching him now staring down at the fire, Toria wondered how it was that he invariably managed to be a round peg in a square hole. She knew so many men, far less good-looking, far less intelligent, who managed to make a brilliant success of their lives just by being commonplace, ordinary and unimaginative. That was perhaps the crux of the matter. Michael was too imaginative.


  “Daddy will be disappointed,” she said suddenly.


  “I can’t help that,” Michael snapped.


  “I know but be nice to him. He took a lot of trouble to contact the Minister for Air. You know how he hates asking favours,” Toria said.


  “Who doesn’t?” Michael asked, then savagely kicking the fireguard with his foot as he spoke, he added, “Do you suppose I like staying on here, contributing nothing for my keep, sponging on Uncle Arthur when you know as well as I do that I ought to be making money, supporting a wife and perhaps some beastly children.”


  Toria began to laugh.


  “Oh, Michael, they need not be beastly, but somehow I can’t see you as a family man, catching the 8.15 with a bowler hat, a rolled-up umbrella and the Daily Telegraph under your arm.”


  “You can’t imagine me doing it,” Michael said, “for you know damned well I am incapable of earning a salary of any sort. I’m a rotten failure, that is what I am.”


  “Does it matter very much,” Toria asked, “except to your own self-esteem?”


  He stopped kicking the guard and turned round to look at her.


  “What do you mean by that?” he asked.


  “What I said,” Toria replied. “We are all failures if it comes to that. We are all rather badly educated, incapable of settling down to anything, drifting through life aimlessly and as pleasantly as possible, living on other people and an overdraft and hoping that somehow everything will clear up one day.”


  “That is all right for a woman,” Michael said.


  “Not now it isn’t,” Toria replied. “I ought to be a nurse or a teacher or something equally useful. Instead of which I pick up a fiver here and a fiver there, and I spend it on clothes to wear among my friends, the majority of whom are as feckless as I am myself. And then I come home. What do any of us do here? We leave the cooking and the housekeeping to old Mrs. Fergusson and those half-witted girls from the village. Neither Lettice nor I can cook, and we don’t even dust the furniture or make up our beds. We just wander about the place being happy. But the main thing is, Michael, that we are happy – far happier than people with yachts and grouse moors in Scotland, than those who think they always ought to be in the right place at the right moment. We are ‘us’ and nothing and nobody can stop us being that.”


  Toria’s low, rather husky voice was still, and now Michael suddenly and unexpectedly knelt beside her chair. Toria was sitting with her legs caught under her, her head against the threadbare, faded velvet cushions. Michael put his elbows on both arms of the chair and his face was level with hers as he said,
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