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         Miss Caprice Vaughan could hardly wait to take possession of the lovely Tudor house she had been left by her great-uncle – so it wasdisconcerting, to say the least, to find a lodger already installed who showed no signs of wishing to leave. How was she to get rid of Mr. Richard d’Arcy Winterton?

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
   

         

         Caprice surveyed the crumbling wrought-iron gates that guarded the entrance to a dismal drive in some surprise, for the very last thing she had expected of Ferringfield Manor was evidence of decay. According to the terms of her great-uncle’s will she had been left a handsome income, and it had not unnaturally never once occurred to her that Great-Uncle Josiah’s permanent residence for the last fifty years would fail to bear the hallmark of Great-Uncle Josiah’s comfortable assets.

         But – more to her complete astonishment than her surprise – Ferringfield Manor had the air of being almost derelict.

         The taxi-driver who had brought her from the station could have warned her in advance had he chosen to do so. He now looked extraordinarily glum.

         ‘What do we do now?’ he asked, turning in his seat. ‘Go straight up to the house?’

         ‘Why, of course.’ Caprice looked still more astonished. ‘What do you think I meant when I said take me to Ferringfield Manor?’

         The taxi-driver shrugged.

         ‘The last time I came here the gentleman set the dogs on me,’ he explained. ‘And I wasn’t doing any harm, either.’

         They were still sitting outside the gates, and Caprice decided to attempt to get the matter straight.

         ‘What gentleman?’ she asked. ‘And why did you come here?’

         ‘I brought another gentleman who had some business at the manor. We were neither of us allowed to set foot inside the place,’ he added resentfully.

         Caprice puckered her slim dark eyebrows.

         ‘I don’t think I quite understand,’ she admitted. ‘Old Mr. Vaughan was an invalid for many years, and he couldn’t possibly have set the dogs on you.’

         ‘Old Mr. Vaughan?’ The taxi-man laughed as he glanced over his shoulder at her. ‘I’m talking about young Mr. Winterton. He lived here then, and he’s living here still, I believe … unless he’s packed up and gone.’ He looked violently vindictive. ‘If he has, I hope his new quarters are pretty uncomfortable. And I hope those dogs of his have been put under proper control … destroyed I’d order them to be if I had the right!’

         Caprice asked several questions in somewhat of a hurry.

         ‘But who is young Mr. Winterton?’

         Another shrug.

         ‘The old man’s nephew, I believe. And he isn’t all that young. In his thirties, I’d say.’

         ‘And you also say he lived here? Might be here still?’

         ‘We’ll find that out when we get up to the house,’ grimly.

         And what else does he do apart from setting the dogs on people?’

         ‘Drinks – like a fish. And is one for the skirts.’

         ‘Skirts?’

         ‘Girls,’ contemptuously. ‘And they’re short enough nowadays, aren’t they? Skirts, I mean, not girls! Get any shorter and it won’t be safe for chaps like me to be around.’

         Caprice glanced down at her knee-length skirt, which was neat and decorous and matched her beautifully tailored jacket, and decided he had nothing to fear from her. But she was concerned about this unknown Winterton.

         ‘I don’t know anything about a man living in the house,’ she said. ‘I just have never heard of him. But then I’ve come all the way from Australia, and I wouldn’t know much about what was going on here, would I? I was given to understand there is a kind of caretaker who looks after the house, and his wife – who can cook. I was hoping they would stay on to look after me.’

         ‘Then you’re going to live here?’ For the first time the taxi-driver looked interested as well as surprised. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve inherited the place?’

         ‘Yes, it’s mine.’ There was complacency and pride in the soft voice without any trace whatsoever of an Australian accent.

         Eyebrows went up, and the man in the driving seat whistled.

         ‘Well, that makes rather a difference, don’t it?’ He studied her for a few moments with a kind of appreciation. She was certainly pretty … rather more than pretty. She had soft dark hair and a peaches-and-cream complexion, and wonderful deeply grey eyes. Every time she fluttered her eyelashes a faint powdering of gold at their tips showed up, and she used just enough eye make-up to render the eyes themselves positively striking. Like most modern young women she used a delicate lipstick, and it enhanced a wildly attractive mouth.

         She had a lot of expensive suitcases in the boot, and he had been wondering what she was going to do with them.

         ‘Well, if you want a piece of advice, don’t stay in the house with that fellow,’ he urged her, wondering whether he ought to turn about and take her back to the station. ‘Maybe he’s some sort of a connection of yours, but I still think you’d better sling him out if you’re thinking of living at the manor.’ He gazed at her more hopefully. ‘Wouldn’t like me to punch him on the jaw for you, would you, if he’s still here?’

         Caprice smiled in an amused way.

         ‘What about the dogs?’ she asked. ‘You can’t punch dogs on the jaw, can you?’

         The driver sobered.

         ‘One thing I’m scared of is dogs,’ he admitted. ‘Especially big ones.’ He surveyed her dubiously. ‘Still want to go on up to the house.?’

         ‘But of course.’

         She sounded almost demure.

         The taxi-man released his foot-brake, which grated horribly because it was an old taxi.

         ‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ he growled, as they sped between the gates. ‘Don’t say I didn’t put you in the picture!’

         Half way up the drive Caprice began to feel acutely depressed by the approach to Ferringfield Manor. The main drive, which was of considerable length, was choked with weeds, and the shrubbery which had once been held in check now crowded happily on to it. The tall trees which bounded it were fine specimens, but they increased the atmosphere of shutinness and slightly sinister remoteness.

         And then a sharp turn provided them with their first glimpse of the house, and Caprice’s pulses stirred. This was a genuine Elizabethan manor-house, and there it was in front of their eyes … not so much carefully preserved as miraculously surviving despite the encroachments of nature. It had gabled ends and twisted Tudor chimneys and a romantic roofline, and much of it was in black and white. The remainder – the rosy red Tudor bricks – glowed in the sunshine of the late October afternoon. The steps were thick with autumn leaves, and when Caprice alighted from the taxi the leaves crowded thickly round her ankles and she had to more or less wade through them to reach the steps.

         The taxi-man followed her with a couple of her suitcases, and while she tugged at the bellchain he deposited them on the top step and looked about him dubiously.

         ‘Eerie place, isn’t it?’ he remarked. ‘Never anyone about … except when you don’t want them!’ recalling his earlier experience. He peered into the shadowy hall, which was a comparatively simple matter as the front door was standing partly open. ‘No sign of any dogs!’ he observed with relief.

         Caprice gave another tug at the bell-chain, and they both heard footsteps approaching the front door.

         A woman drew the door inwards, and it was possible to see the whole length of the hall. A magnificently panelled hall, but otherwise gloomy and with a good deal of dust adhering to the furniture.

         Caprice drew a deep breath, and felt for a few seconds vaguely excited. If this woman was to be a future employee of hers then it was as well that they should establish excellent relations from the outset, and being a friendly soul herself she beamed at the tall, angular, faded woman who was wearing a rather drab apron.

         ‘I’m Caprice Vaughan,’ she announced. ‘I think you must be Mrs. Beale?’

         The woman surveyed her with an anxious face.

         ‘That’s right, miss. Tim Beale – my husband – and I look after the place –’

         The driver grunted.

         ‘Did you say look after?’ He shrugged. ‘Well, of course, it’s a big place. Where do you want these?’ looking at Caprice for a set of instructions. ‘I’ll carry them upstairs for you if you like? No trouble.’

         ‘Thanks, but I’m sure Mr. Beale can manage that.’ Caprice smiled at Mrs. Beale, who seemed to lack the energy to reply. Unless it was that she was too flustered to reply. ‘Now, will you please tell me how much it is I owe you?’

         The driver calculated, and scratched the top of his head.

         ‘Well, it’s five miles from the station … and you’ve rather a lot of luggage.’ He scratched the lobe of his ear. ‘Will a couple of quid be too much?’

         Caprice handed over two pound notes, and then added twenty-five pence by way of a tip.

         Mrs. Beale was move to protest.

         ‘But it’s no distance at all … and Tim could have picked up your luggage later on if you’d left it at the station.’

         The girl smiled at her.

         ‘That’s all right, Mrs. Beale. I had to have a taxi, anyway, in order to get here.’

         ‘Well, now that you’re here I hope you like it.’ The taxi-driver grinned contentedly now that he was about to depart, and had so far escaped the dogs. ‘Any time you want me, miss, I don’t mind coming out and taking you wherever you want to go. Since you don’t run a car you’re going to be a bit cut off, otherwise, aren’t you?’

         ‘Oh, but I intend to buy myself a car.’ Caprice had already made up her mind about this, and she was a qualified driver, so her future transport problems were small. If only her arrival at her new home had been a little more in keeping with her dreams of what the moment of arrival would be like she would have felt distinctly happier about the immediate future. But life had had its problems in the past, and she was accustomed to cope with them. Whatever problems the future held, she would cope with them, too … And after all, nothing could deprive her of the knowledge that she was the mistress of this house, and she was mistress of a very satisfactory income.

         She had already discovered that with money you could achieve a lot of things.

         She and Mrs. Beale watched the taxi-driver depart, and then Mrs. Beale made the halfhearted suggestion that she might like to see her room.

         ‘Please.’ Caprice experienced a tinge of relief. ‘I feel awfully grubby. I’ve been travelling since early morning, and my ship only docked yesterday. I wanted to travel by sea because it’s so much more fun than a quick flight by air.’

         ‘Yes – er – yes, of course.’ Mrs. Beale looked about the shadow-filled hall as if she was attempting to make up her mind, and Caprice picked up one of her suitcases and prepared to follow her to the foot of the beautiful carved oak staircase. Mrs. Beale appeared to be listening for something. ‘I – I think it’s all right to go up now …’ She was plainly nervous, and she glanced upwards at the gallery into which the staircase led. ‘Naturally, I didn’t quite know where to put you, miss, as it’s your house, and you might prefer one of the other rooms, but I decided you’d like to be on the sunny side of the house, overlooking the gardens. One of the principal rooms, as a matter of fact.’

         ‘I shall explore the house tomorrow,’ Caprice said cheerfully, as she trod the stairs behind her. ‘And if I don’t like my room I can always change it, can’t I?’

         ‘Y-yes, miss, of course.’ This time Mrs. Beale peered downwards over the balustrade, and she seemed to be particularly interested in a gloomy corridor that branched off from the hall, and appeared to be lined with massive oak doors. From somewhere at the far end of that corridor vague scuffling noises were making themselves heard, and Caprice could have sworn that she heard the muffled whining of dogs. And then one of the dogs – if it was a dog – yelped, and the sound was succeeded by absolute silence.

         The gallery was the sort of gallery that is always the pride of such an ancient sort of house, and Caprice looked about her with interest. There were stout crossbeams soaring far away above her head, and in the absence of any noticeable electric light fittings stout branching candelabra stood on stout oak chests and tables, and there were also one or two ordinary candlesticks holding candles that had guttered badly and filled the shallow pans with wax.

         Before they plunged into a corridor which appeared to run parallel with the one below it Caprice voiced an enquiry which she didn’t really expect to be answered in the affirmative.

         ‘You seem to me to use a lot of candles,’ she remarked. ‘But it isn’t possible that you haven’t got electric light, is it?’

         Mrs. Beale glanced back at her over her shoulder.

         ‘There’s never been any electric light at Ferringfield,’ she replied.

         Caprice could hardly believe her ears.

         ‘But you’re only five miles from a town,’ she protested.

         The caretaker’s wife shrugged.

         ‘That’s as maybe … but old Mr. Vaughan could never see the need for having electricity installed. He didn’t care for what he called modern innovations, and we still have to draw all our water from a pump in the kitchen courtyard. I don’t mind it myself, because I’m used to things here, I don’t mind it if they never change.’

         But she glanced dubiously at Caprice, in her expensive travelling outfit, and her look said plainly that she very much doubted whether the new owner would share her sentiments for long.

         They plunged into yet another corridor, and then – to Caprice’s extreme relief, for she had begun by this time to be the victim of grave apprehensions – the door of a bedroom was flung open, and even before she entered it she could see that it was quite delightful.

         The walls were panelled, and there were a lot of oak beams, but the floor was covered by quite an excellent Indian carpet, and the bed looked reasonably comfortable if rather huge, and the rest of the furniture had quite plainly received a recent polish. There was even a small vase of flowers on the dressing-table, and Caprice turned to the older woman to express her gratitude.

         ‘Oh, but this is nice,’ she declared. ‘And it was very kind of you to think of flowers!’

         She picked them up and inhaled the perfume of the two darkish red damask roses the vase contained, and Mrs. Beale actually turned a little pink with pleasure because for once in her life she had done the right thing, and her new employer appreciated it.

         ‘That’s all right, miss.’ She played with the edge of her apron, and her faded eyes brightened. She watched the girl remove her hat and shake out the soft dark hair that had been so lovingly styled by an expert hairdresser, and she wondered secretly how this young thing was going to fit into the scheme of things at Ferringfield, and whether perhaps she ought to warn her of what she could expect.

         And then she decided against any warning at this stage.

         ‘I expect you’d like a cup of tea …’ she was beginning, when somewhere far off in the house a dog most decidedly barked.

         Caprice turned in curiosity. ‘So you have got dogs,’ she said.

         Mrs. Beale stared blankly.

         ‘They’re not ours, miss. Tim and I like cats, but we don’t go much for dogs.’

         ‘No?’

         Mrs. Beale hurried on: ‘Not large ones, anyway. It costs such a lot feeding them –”

         ‘But you have got dogs – or a dog, here in the house?’

         The caretaker looked frightened.

         ‘They’re Mr. Winterton’s dogs, miss. He will insist on keeping them here. I – I told him you mightn’t like it –”

         ‘Mr. Winterton?’

         ‘He’s lived here for years, Miss Vaughan,’ in some agitation. ‘You might say that this is his home. I know old Mr. Vaughan expected he would leave when you took over, but he’s just dug in his heels and says he won’t leave. Tim and me, we’ve talked to him. We thought you mightn’t like it …’

         Caprice’s slender brows crinkled.

         ‘I take it that this is Mr. Richard Winterton? Who sets his dogs on people who come to the house?’

         ‘He does sometimes, miss. But we persuaded him to keep them shut up today …’

         A voice from below bellowed in an angry fashion up the stairs.

         ‘Mrs. Tim, what’s keeping you? You know I like my tea punctually at four o’clock … and my fire’s low, and I want some more logs!’

         Mrs. Tim looked in an appealing fashion at her new mistress.

         ‘I’d better go, miss –’

         But Caprice set her aside.

         ‘Oh, no, Mrs. Beale,’ she replied gently. ‘Not until I give you permission to serve tea to Mr. Winterton, and have had an opportunity to find out exactly why he’s here and what, precisely, he imagines he’s doing here, when the house is mine.’ At the look of sheer horror that flashed into Mrs. Beale’s face because a demanding gentleman whom she had apparently served for years was to be kept waiting, and put through some sort of interrogation, Caprice felt her decision to put an end to this sort of situation become more concrete. ‘After I’ve had a little talk with Mr. Winterton you can make tea for us both,’ she instructed sweetly. ‘And after that you will no doubt be called upon to help Mr. Winterton to pack.’

         The faded and badly alarmed caretaker’s wife gaped at her.

         ‘Oh, but I’d never have the courage to do that, miss … and anyway, he wouldn’t go!’ she predicted. She put back a wisp of hair from her forehead with a trembling hand. ‘I tell you he’ll never leave, miss, and you’ll just have to put up with him, like we all do! Besides, if you turn him out, I don’t know where he would go –’

         ‘Leave that to me.’ And Caprice stepped out into the corridor.

         Mrs. Beale stood nervously pleating her apron while Caprice descended the stairs.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
   

         

         Mr. Winterton had returned to the room at the end of the corridor where he and his dogs had been incarcerated for the past hour by the time Caprice reached the foot of the impressive oak staircase. She stood looking about her once more at the shabby hall, and decided that one of the first things she would get Mrs. Beale to do once she herself had had an opportunity to settle in was give the place a good clean up, and then if the furniture wasn’t too depressed by lack of attention see if it could be induced to shine.

         Mrs. Beale had given her a set of hoarse instructions.

         ‘Turn left at the end of the main corridor, and then it’s the first door on your right. We’ve always called it the library.’

         Caprice’s brows crinkled once more. So Richard Winterton had made the library his headquarters, and that was where she would presumably find him ‘dug in.’ She could hear his dogs beginning to bark in chorus as she walked briskly along the corridor, but her footsteps did not falter. She was used to dogs to feel any particular chord of dismay vibrating in the region of her heart; and even when she reached the library door she did not hesitate except to knock.

         A positive baying commenced on the other side of the door. But it was not opened to her immediately. Neither was there any response to her knock apart from the wild clamouring of the dogs.

         She rapped sharply again, and yet again. This time a voice called to her lazily:

         ‘Come in – if you dare!’

         Caprice did not need a second invitation, and she turned the handle of the door. A flurry of fur leapt at her, and but for the fact that she backed hurriedly against the wall behind her she would have gone down. As it was, sheer brute force kept her pinned against the wall, but the expression of her eyes did not alter. It was completely unafraid, completely cool, even mildly curious. There were three dogs, and one was an Alsatian, while the other two were setters … splendid specimens, each of them, and obviously well cared for.

         All this she noted in a matter of seconds, and while her position was a little undignified, to say the least. And then, while she made no attempt to move, the owner of the dogs appeared in the open doorway, and for the first time she looked into the eyes of Richard Winterton.

         Most people agreed that they were unpleasant eyes. They were hazel, with little green and gold flecks in them, and they had a habit of narrowing unpleasantly when he was amused. Only when he was surprised did they open to their fullest extent, and the fact that she was not screaming for help or displaying anything in the nature of fear despite the fact that she was firmly pinned against the corridor wall by his favourite animals caused them, on this occasion, to open very wide indeed.

         He whistled softly.

         ‘Well, well,’ he exclaimed. ‘Well, well!’ And then he called the dogs off. ‘Sully, Viscount! Leave the lady alone! Beatrice, the lady is not for destroying! At any rate, not yet!’

         Caprice dusted down the front of her suit with a hand that was still perfectly steady, and then automatically straightened and pushed back an end of her hair. The uninhibited enthusiasm of the dogs had interfered with the absolute neatness of her appearance, and she was aware of it, but the knowledge did nothing to affect her composure. After all, in between attending a finishing-school in Switzerland and taking a short language course in Paris she had grown up on a lonely Australian cattle station, and there had been many moments in her past when her appearance had suffered as a result of conditions. One did not take on all the cooking in a big station kitchen, or help to round up cattle, and stay as neat as a new pin.

         She was not as neat as a new pin now, but it did not trouble her.

         ‘Miss Vaughan, I presume?’ Richard Winterton murmured, and casually lighted a cigarette while he studied her.

         Caprice answered in a completely unruffled manner.

         ‘I don’t imagine you were expecting anyone else. Or do you normally accord your friends and well-wishers the welcome that you sought to impress upon me?’

         He laughed in an amused way.

         ‘Well, I’m glad it penetrated that I was seeking to make an impression. I didn’t want you to get the idea that I’ve been counting the hours until your arrival. But as for friends and well-wishers … well, I don’t go in for them. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to state that they don’t go in for me!’

         ‘I’m not surprised.’ She took a few steps towards the library door. ‘May I come in?’

         ‘If you wish.’ He stood aside from the door, and, more than that, he ordered the dogs to lie down and not to interfere with her. They obeyed him by occupying the whole of the rug before the fireplace. ‘It seems that you’re not unused to canine attentions.’

         ‘I’m not.’

         She stood looking about the library, and she was surprised because, apart from a certain amount of untidiness, it was in excellent order, and the massive furniture was all well cared for, and the soft furnishings were in excellent condition. This was much more the sort of thing she had expected of Ferringfield Manor … and, in addition, despite his outcry because his log basket was nearly empty, there was a really splendid fire blazing on the stone hearth, and the general impression was one of extreme comfort and even luxury.

         ‘I see you look surprised.’ He managed to disperse the dogs and find a space for himself on the rug before the fireplace, and while leisurely smoking his cigarette he propped his broad shoulder against the handsome carved chimney breast behind him, and obviously prepared to take in all the details of the newcomer. ‘What you’ve got to realise is that this is a large house, and poor old Tim and his wife have as much as they can manage to do keeping the place ticking over, and the meals and so forth served on time. In Josiah’s time there was an extra helper, but she skedaddled when she heard that Josiah had left her five hundred pounds … and although she hasn’t received it yet she’s gone on a wild spree (or so I imagine) to celebrate. Most people celebrate when they have some money left them.’

         ‘Have you had occasion to celebrate, Mr. Winterton?’ She perched herself on the arm of a chair, folded her hands primly and looked directly at him.

         ‘You mean did Josiah leave me five hundred pounds as well? No; he didn’t leave me a penny.’

         ‘And I don’t think he mentioned that you had the right to go on living here, did he?’ with deceptive softness. ‘I have seen a copy of the will, and your name doesn’t seem to have been mentioned anywhere. So why do I find you still, apparently, comfortably settled in here? And not only you, but all these animals?’waving a hand to indicate the dogs, now composedly snoring with their heads on their paws, while the bright firelight played over them and the October day died outside.

         ‘Ah, so that’s the way of it, is it?’ He wagged a languid finger at her. ‘You have come here to upset my way of life? And that although you never, I’m willing to wager, gave a thought to old Josh in his lifetime, and your father never gave a thought to him, either. By the way, your father is dead, isn’t he?’ more curtly.

         ‘Yes; otherwise I wouldn’t have inherited.’

         ‘And you are no more than a very distant cousin of old Josh?’

         ‘Not a distant cousin. He was my greatuncle.’

         ‘Well, a great-uncle could happen to any of us. Only I wasn’t fortunate enough to be able to say that Josiah Vaughan was my greatuncle. He was merely my benefactor … And as such, he has passed away. You have arrived here in his stead, and something tells me your disposition is not benevolent, and you are going to ask me to move on. Well, you might as well know that I have no intention of moving on. I shall remain here for as long as it suits me. Is that quite clear to you?’

         Grey eyes and hard, flinty hazel ones met, and Caprice received the distinct impression that a gauntlet had been flung down and she was expected to pick it up. Instead she merely sat looking at him thoughtfully for perhaps a full minute, and during that minute she took in all the salient points about him. He was a man with a dark, shut-in, rather villainously handsome type of face, and he was rather above middle height with a spare frame and unusually slim and shapely hands, for a man. She noticed his hands particularly, for while she was staring at him he tossed his cigarette into the fire and reached for a pipe from the piperack on the mantelpiece. With a slightly cynical expression on his face he waved the pipe aloft as if asking permission.

         ‘You don’t mind?’

         ‘Mr. Winterton.’ She drew a deep breath. ‘We haven’t been formally introduced, but I’m Caprice Vaughan.’

         He had an excellent set of hard white teeth, and she glimpsed them for a moment as he smiled a little one-sidedly.

         ‘How do you do, Miss Caprice Vaughan. I must say I hope the name was bestowed purely by accident.’

         She refrained from smiling in answer.

         ‘You are Richard Winterton?’

         ‘Richard d’Arcy Winteřton.’

         ‘I’m afraid I’ve got to ask you to sever your connection with Ferringfield Manor, Mr. Winterton. The house and estate are now mine, and so far as I know you haven’t the smallest right to be here at all. In fact, I never even heard of you until I arrived here about ten minutes ago.’

         ‘Dear me,’ he commented, cramming tobacco into the bowl of his pipe, and ordering one of the dogs to stop snoring, ‘the things some people miss.’
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