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CURIOSITY being one of the besetting sins of John Morlay, it
  was impossible that he should pass the entrance to the lodge or fail to
  witness the signs of activity which were there to hold and detain the
  attention of the idle. He saw Little Lodge through a narrow gap in a trim
  box-hedge—a little too narrow for the curse-mumbling workmen who were
  carrying in a wardrobe and were expressing their views accordingly. Yet the
  gap was not accidental.

Behind, folded back, he saw a pair of even narrower ironwork gates; beyond
  those, a little shaven lawn, something that might have been a lily-pond, and
  a tiny house.

It was a pseudo-Queen Anne manor, so small that it might have been built
  by some plutocrat to give his young and pampered daughter the joys of a
  practicable doll's house. It was very red, had little iron lanterns at the
  door, and trim windows with chintz curtains.

This was Little Lodge, discoverable only to such explorers as John Morlay,
  who preferred by-ways to the roaring, smelling high road. And this was not
  even an ordinary by-road, but a cul-de-sac from a rambling blind alley that
  led nowhere. There are scores of such places in and around Ascot.

Obviously a new tenant was moving in—or was it a new proprietor? He
  followed the workmen staggering with their load up a gravelled path, recently
  weeded. The baby lily-pond was full of ridiculously clean water. A gardener
  leaned on the crossbar of his mowing-machine, wiped his brow automatically,
  and greeted John with that odd mixture of respectfulness and freedom which
  servants employ to strangers who might, for all they know, be their new
  employers, and, on the other hand, might be nobody worth so much as giving a
  "sir" to.

"There were seven million tadpoles in that pond," he said
  extravagantly.

"I only counted six million," said John, and the man was baffled. "I'll
  meet you half-way—six and a half." Mr. Morlay was in his most generous
  mood.

"When I came here this grass was so high," the gardener attempted again.
  His hand wavered between his waist and his knees.

"That's nothing," said John. "I often get lost in the grass round my
  house. Who are these people—some new tenants?"

"Them?" The man jerked his head towards the open doorway. "No, bought it.
  Old Lady Coulson lived here for years. Always wore green hats for Ascot. You
  remember her?"

John felt that the inquiry called for cogitation. "No," he said at last.
  "How many green hats did she wear?"

The man looked at him suspiciously.

"A countess has got it now," he said reflectively.

"One of the hats? Oh, you mean the house."

"A young countess," said the gardener. "I ain't seen her. She's coming
  here from school. There's a maid and a cook coming down, and a woman in for
  the day—I'm tempor'y."

"Temporary what?" asked John, interested.

"Gardener. Two days a week." He shook his head. "You can't do it on two
  days a week; you've got to have a man pottering about all the time. There's
  no greenhouse—nothing. What about the winter? You've got to pot 'em
  out—"

"Pot what out?" asked John.

"Flowers."

John Morlay looked round.

"What flowers?" he asked.

The gardener drew a long breath, then emitted a string of names such as
  one might choose at random from a seed catalogue. When he had finished,
  breathless, John suggested buttercups. The gardener looked at him as at an
  enemy, and resumed his mowing, if, indeed, he had ever started mowing.

The visitor strolled over to the door, looked down the passage, on which a
  strip of grass matting had been laid. There was a smell of new paint. A
  white-coated workman in the hall dropped six feet of wire to survey him.
  Turning, he walked slowly round the house. It was, he decided, a delightful,
  unreal little place, the very home for a countess—a young
  countess—and he wondered which of the many countesses he knew or had
  heard about was the fortunate proprietor.

He became aware that there was another man in the garden—a tall,
  broad-shouldered, shabby-looking old man, with a grey, forbidding face. He
  was scowling at the house from the garden adjoining; hesitating, like one who
  expected to be ordered away, before he took courage to come slowly towards
  the visitor.

"Any chance of a job here, guv'nor?"

His voice was harsh and loud.

The other surveyed him curiously. Over the shoulder of his shabby jacket
  he carried a soldier's haversack; his boots were big and broken, the trousers
  frayed at the heel; his collarless shirt was open at his sunburnt throat.
  John recognized the style of the suit, knew the shabby grey material; the
  clothes did not fit at any part of the man.

"I've no job for you, my son," he said. "How long have you been out?"

The man blinked at him; his unshaven face puckered for a moment in an
  expression of supreme resentment.

"Hey?"

"How long have you been out?"

The man turned his eyes to the garden, to the house, to the sky, to
  everywhere except John.

"I don't know what you mean," he said.

"How long have you been out of gaol?"

"Six months"—defiantly. And then: "Are you a busy?"

"A sort of one," said John with a little smile. "What were you in
  for?"

The man was eying him steadily now.

"That's my business. You've got nothing on me, guv'nor. I haven't got to
  report or anything. I'm not even on ticket-of-leave; I've served my
  sentence." The man's voice grew strident. "Every day, every hour of it. See?
  No remission, nothing. They treated me like a dog—I treated them like
  dogs—that's me!"

As they were watching, two of the furniture men came past one of them was
  carrying an oil painting. It was difficult, from the glimpse John had of it,
  to distinguish either its portrait or its artistic value. He saw vaguely that
  it was a young girl, dressed in blue. Her hair was yellowish, and there was a
  bunch or a bowl of flowers or a bouquet or something near her hand.

The ex-convict shuffled his feet uneasily. It was obvious that he was
  anxious to be gone. The habit of years held him, to be questioned further by
  authority. Morlay, recognizing the symptoms, dismissed him with a "Good day",
  and he went stalking across the lawn into the lane.

Morlay waited for a while before going back to the house, approved of
  everything, and came back to the gardener.

"Countess who?" he asked.

The man shook his head.

"I haven't got it right—it's foreign—Eye-talian. It begins
  with an 'M'."

"Thank you for telling me so much," said John.

He made his way across to the narrow gateway, stepped to the side to allow
  the workmen to pass, and went out into the pleasant cul-de-sac. At the end
  was the big furniture van he had noticed before. He had come up to this when
  he saw a car stop and a woman alight; middle-aged, rather plump. He thought
  she might be the housekeeper, but the gardener had not mentioned a
  housekeeper, and, anyway, John's curiosity did not extend to the domestic
  staff.

He strolled back to the main road, looked up and down for Peas, presently
  spied him in the distance, and went to meet him.

Romance coloured this dull spot, and romance was the young countess. This
  Lady of Ascot was probably one of those butterflies who would flick into view
  for the race week, entertaining gaily, and then, drawing down the white
  blinds and locking the front door, would flit away to Deauville and the Lido
  until fashion beckoned her back to her little mansion, all aired and
  repainted for her arrival.

Peas, walking rapidly towards him, brought him to the rough realities of
  life.

This youngish-looking sub-inspector from Scotland Yard seldom rejoiced in
  but rather bore with patience the name of Pickles. He was more generally
  known as "Peas", and for a curious reason. He was red-haired, and that made
  it worse, for it was a natural transition from Pickles to Mustard Pickles,
  and thence to Mustard. So generally was he called by this name that quite
  staid people like Under-Secretaries of State fell into the vulgar error of
  referring to him as "Inspector Mustard".

From the standpoint of the criminal community the name had a special
  significance, and he was helped to a reputation, not wholly unfounded, of
  being a cunning and a dangerous man.

"That Mustard is hot," they said, and so he became, in their strange
  rhyming argot, "peas in the pot", which was reduced, by their as strange
  economies, to "Peas".

Peas had come down to Ascot at the request of the Berkshire police to
  investigate a commonplace ladder larceny, and had invited John Morlay's
  companionship partly because he needed an audience, partly because John
  Morlay's big car was a convenience.

Though it wanted a little time to the period when every house in Ascot
  would be occupied, there was in residence quite a number of important people,
  including a belted earl whose young wife had a weakness for sapphires. She
  had sapphire rings and clips and bracelets of an incredible value, and she
  "travelled" them, as they say in theatrical circles.

One night when she was entertaining a select party to dinner some person
  or persons unknown put up a ladder, mounted to her bedroom, smashed the safe
  which was on the right-hand side of her bed, and took three precious cases of
  stones. The intruder would have escaped unobserved, but a maid entered the
  bedroom. She did not at first see the intruder, and, when she did, saw little
  that would help in identification, for a black silk stocking covered the
  face. The girl opened her mouth to scream, but a hand "like a vice", as she
  dramatized it, caught her by the throat and "strangled her scream".

She read fiction of an exciting kind, and knew the clichés of violence by
  heart. She fainted. She said she was "choked into insensibility", but
  obviously she fainted. And any nice-minded girl is entitled to faint in such
  alarming circumstances.

Peas interviewed her. He was a thin, freckled man, who was over forty, but
  seemed too young for his job. The maid resented his questions, and complained
  to her employers that he had no manners, and that, instead of getting on with
  the matter of the burglary, he had wasted his time in inquiring into her
  personal and private affairs. As, for example, who was her young man? what
  was his trade? did he live at Ascot? and had he ever been to the house?

"The girl is quite respectable," protested her mistress.

"So far as I am concerned there isn't anybody who is respectable,"
  retorted Peas wearily.

He was rather ruffled by the time he came up with Mr. Morlay.

"It's the usual ladder larceny," he said, "with the usual bat-headed
  servant-gel who bursts into tears the moment you ask her whether's she's
  walking out with a feller she's known for years or one of those flash
  pick-ups that do all the good work for a gang. Where's that Ford of
  yours?"

"In the royal stables," said John. "I would have put it away in a vulgar
  garage, but somebody recognized you. 'Isn't that the great Mustard Pickles?'
  they said. 'We can't allow his friend's car to mix with common
  flivvers—'"

"Laugh and the world laughs with you," said Peas complacently. "When you
  consider my natural ability, it's a crime to send me on a case like
  this."

John Morlay had never discovered whether Peas' extravagant claims to
  excellence were part of a rather ponderous jest, or whether he really
  believed that nature had been more than usually prodigal when she had
  fashioned his mentality. You either liked Peas very much or you loathed him.
  It needed a sense of humour to find him tolerable—John Morlay had that,
  and more.

"There's nothing in the case that a child of six couldn't understand."
  Peas sniffed as they went in search of the car, which was standing in the
  garage of a small hotel. "It might trouble a local bumpkin, but not a man
  with my experience and reputation. It's the same crowd that has been working
  country houses for weeks. There's no sense in explaining the matter to you,
  Mr. Morlay, because you're not a regular—"

"By the way, I saw a man in the neighbourhood who is obviously an
  ex-convict," interrupted John, and told of his meeting.

Peas listened and shook his head.

"Don't know him—anyway, it wouldn't be an old man. I've got an idea
  that the bird who did this job is working solitary."

Peas knew Ascot very well, he confessed, as they were driving back to
  Town; but as he claimed to know all places and all men very well, his
  companion did not at first take the statement seriously.

"I know all the old crowd," said Peas, "but there's a lot of new villas
  goin' up—people moving out and movin' in. I don't know this Countess
  Fioli—"

"Countess Fioli!"

The car swerved. Mr. Morlay had an unpleasant habit of communicating his
  emotions to his steering-wheel. "Good lord! I know her—slightly."

"Don't drive to the common danger," said Peas. "It's a curious thing, but
  nothing ever upsets me when I'm driving. If a feller was to jump up from the
  side of the road and shoot at me I wouldn't bat a lid—"

"Stop talking about yourself for a minute, Peas. Is she the countess who
  is taking that new house?"

Peas nodded.

"She's a schoolgirl—leavin' in the middle of term, which is bad.
  Schools don't like kids to leave in the middle of term. She's comin' up next
  week—her guardian or something has bought the house, and that's all
  there is to it—there'll be another bright little home for Diamond Dan
  or Sapphire Saul to burgle, and more work for the Intelligence of Scotland
  Yard."

"Meaning you?"

"Name three men in Europe with my brain," said Peas complacently.
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SOMETIMES there drifted into the offices of Morlay Brothers
  suspicious people—and their suspicions were probably well
  grounded—who desired that other people, less suspicious but more
  sinful, should be kept under observation, their comings and goings reported,
  and their lives and doings so faithfully recorded that on a certain day a
  judge and a jury should be presented with vital facts which would confuse the
  watched and vindicate the watcher. Sometimes these visitors got as far as
  John Morlay himself, and that good-looking young man would listen solemnly to
  the preliminaries, and then, when the narrative had reached its most delicate
  and intimate stage, would interrupt regretfully.

For Morlay Brothers, though they might undoubtedly and truthfully be
  described as private detectives, dealt only with the commercial credit of
  people, and were mainly interested in their operations between ten o'clock in
  the morning and six o'clock in the evening. Which are the least culpable
  hours of the day. They dealt with the "long firms", which are the bane of the
  manufacturer's existence; with swindling traders and suchlike unromantic
  wrongdoers; and for fifty years Morlay Brothers (the original fraternity long
  dead, and the grandson of one reigning in their place) had confined
  themselves to this lucrative and usually colourless branch of criminal
  detection.

John Morlay was sitting in his office overlooking Hanover Square,
  forgetting that there was such an obese village as Ascot, and with the
  mysterious lady of Little Lodge completely escaped from his mind, when
  Selford, the ancient guardian of his privacy, came sidling into the room.

"Want to see that Mr. Lester?" he asked.

John Morlay could truthfully have said, "No". Instead, he made a little
  grimace.

"Shoot him in," he said.

One's first impulse when Julian Lester was announced was to invent a lie;
  then his inevitability became so poignantly apparent that the first
  inclination went by the board.

Not that John disliked him. Julian could be amusing and provocative. At
  the same time, there were many other visitors he would have preferred. Julian
  was a little too tailor-made, his manners a trifle too precious. It was a
  wholly inexcusable prejudice, but John Morlay hated his jewelled sleeve-links
  and his pearl tiepin and his habit of laying his glossy hat upon the table as
  though it were some rare piece of bric-à-brac. He glanced first at the clock
  and then at his engagement tablet, and saw with satisfaction that in a
  quarter of an hour he would have an excuse for saying, "Outside, Eliza!"
  which was his vulgar way of dismissing friends and semi-friends.

Julian came in, looking as though he had stepped out of the proverbial
  bandbox. He put his silk hat in exactly the spot John Morlay expected, and
  skinned his gloves slowly. The two men presented a contrast in good looks.
  John Morlay, lean-faced, brown-skinned, and blue-eyed; Julian, a normal
  development from the pretty-boy stage, his olive face smooth, a shiny little
  black moustache neatly balanced on a lip that pouted a little.

"Sit down," said John. "You're looking happy—whom have you
  swindled?"

Julian pulled up the knees of his trousers and sat down, and then, seeing
  the smile on the other's face:

"You can snigger—you're a rich man, John, and I'm a poor devil with
  a tailor to pay."

John Morlay pulled a drawer of his desk, took out a box, and snicked open
  the silver lid.

"Thank you, no. I never smoke cigars. May I have one of my own cigarettes?
  Thank you."

Every movement of the man was deliberate. John watched him, half
  irritated, half smiling, as he took out a silver cylinder from his pocket and
  produced a black amber holder and fitted his cigarette with loving care.

"And what brings you to this part of London? There's a horse show in full
  swing, Ascot at hand, and a dozen social engagements claiming you," he
  said.

"Sarcasm is wasted on me, my dear fellow." Julian flicked a speck of
  tobacco ash from his knee, "I have come to see you on business."

"The devil you have!" said John, his eyebrows going up in
  astonishment.

Julian nodded soberly.

"Of course it's quite confidential, and all that sort of thing, John, and
  I realize that I shall have to pay. I don't know what your charges
  are—"

"Don't bother about the charges, but I warn you I am not in the divorce
  business, nor in the counterespionage business."

Julian drew a long breath, sent one ring of smoke after another upward,
  and watched them break against the white ceiling.

"I am a bachelor," he said. "And, what is more, I am a very careful
  bachelor. I find life sufficiently complicated without
  that—um—er—those—er—interludes."

He pulled steadily at his cigarette, his eye upon the Adams cornice above
  John Morlay's head.

"Do you know the Countess Marie Fioli?" he asked unexpectedly.

John gaped at him.

"I know of her, yes—in fact I was talking about her a couple of days
  ago; but I've never met her." The other man smiled.

"Really, my dear fellow, you must have a heart of ice. When I took the
  trouble to catch your eye at Rumpelmeyer's just before Christmas, and even
  introduced you—"

John Morlay's eyebrows rose.

"That child? Good lord! Why, she is a babe."

"Eighteen," said Julian patiently, "and leaving school this week—in
  the middle of term. Irregular, but in many ways desirable."

He drew delicately at his cigarette.

"My sainted mother was married at seventeen; my lamented father was
  eighteen when he married. Youthful marriages are not phenomenal in our
  family."

John sneered.

"Your lamented father was lamentably rash!" he said. "You are a living
  proof of that! And do you intend that Marie Fioli shall marry at
  eighteen?"

Julian waved his cigarette airily.

"I have not definitely decided," he said. "There are a few mysteries to be
  cleared up. She is charming."

"I remember her," said John thoughtfully. "She was amazingly pretty." And
  then, as an idea occurred to him: "You haven't come to see me about her?"

Julian nodded.

"I'm a poor man, John, as I think I've already told you. My income is
  exactly three hundred pounds a year, and I earn a little more by scribbling
  for the better-class reviews. I have no parents to engage themselves on my
  behalf in finding a wife, and, what is more important, pursuing the delicate
  inquiries which are part of a parent's duty."

John leaned back in his chair and laughed offensively.

"I am getting a glimmering of what is known as your mind," he said. "You
  wish me to stand in loco parentis and discover whether the lady's
  fortune is sufficiently substantial to make her worth your while?"

To his surprise the young man shook his head.

"The extent of her fortune doesn't matter," he said. "It is pretty sure to
  be a considerable one. In fact, I have every reason to believe that, even
  with the milking that it's had, there remains enough to keep my young lady in
  comfort."

"And my young lady's young man," said John sardonically. "Tell me what you
  mean by 'milking'. Has somebody been robbing her?"

Julian rose, walked to the window, and looked gloomily down into Hanover
  Square, his hands in his pockets.

"I don't know—it is all very odd. The old woman has bought her a
  place at Ascot—cost about five thousand. Naturally, I haven't seen the
  deeds, so I don't know whether it is bought on Marie's account or the old
  lady's."

"Which old lady?"

Julian returned to his place by the desk, carefully extinguished his
  cigarette and replaced the holder before he went further.

"You probably have never heard about Mrs. Carawood?" And, as John shook
  his head: "You wouldn't. She keeps a ladies' mantle establishment—in
  fact, she keeps a dozen, in various parts of London. Carawood's Ladies'
  Second-hand Mantle Stores."

John nodded; he had seen the name.

"Nineteen years ago Mrs. Carawood was a nursemaid in the employ of the
  Countess Fioli, a widow who had a house at Bournemouth, and who was, I know,
  a member of a very noble family. The Countess Fioli died. I have been unable
  to trace any will whatever. The only thing that we are certain about—I
  have pursued a few inquiries already"—he said this a little
  apologetically—"is that soon after the child was left in her care Mrs.
  Carawood became a wealthy woman. Four years later she opened her first store,
  and thereafter added one to the other, until she now has a chain of shops
  throughout London, all of which bring in, I should imagine, a considerable
  sum of money."

"Deplorable. And the child?"

"I must admit," said the other reluctantly, "that she has looked after
  Marie very well. She sent her to a good preparatory school, and afterwards to
  the best collegiate school in England. In fact, she is devoted to Marie, or
  seems to be—and, by Jove! she ought to be devoted! She was obviously
  using the money left to this poor little girl of mine—"

"Why obviously?" interrupted John. "Quite a number of people with little
  capital have floated shops and created successful businesses. And let us get
  this right: is she engaged to you? I refer to the young lady about whom you
  are speaking so possessively."

Julian hesitated.

"No, not exactly."

"Why shouldn't Mrs. Carawood have made money honestly? Lots of people
  do."

"Not this kind of woman." Here Julian was definite. "She is almost
  illiterate; can just read and write, and you will understand her mentality
  better when I tell you that her favourite forms of literature are those
  twopenny novels which are issued weekly for the delectation of servant
  girls."

There was an awkward pause here.

"What do you want me to do?" asked John at last. Julian was a little
  uncomfortable.

"I don't quite know," he confessed. "I want exact data, more exact than I
  have been able to get, as to the money—how it is invested—"

"In the business apparently," said the other dryly.

"I want to be sure of that. Obviously, my dear fellow, I cannot afford to
  marry until I am sure that—"

"That she has enough to keep you." John Morlay was brutal; he was also a
  little irritable. "I'm afraid your commission is out of my line."

Julian shrugged his shoulders, rose, and took up his hat and gloves.

"I feared that might be the case," he said. "But please do not
  misunderstand me. Marie is a lovely girl, and even if she were as poor
  as—as—well, as I am—it would make no difference to my
  affection. Only, it would be unfair to marry her unless I could keep her in
  the style and—you know what I mean."

"Pure altruism—I know."

John saw him out and was amused.

When he was alone he found it difficult to concentrate his mind upon the
  three bills of lading which had been occupying his attention that morning. An
  owner of a second-hand wardrobe store who bought beautiful little houses at
  Ascot excited the interest and suspicion of his commercial mind. Taking the
  telephone directory, he found Mrs. Carawood's name against one—shop 47
  Penton Street, Pimlico. Evidently this was her headquarters, for none other
  of the stores seemed to be connected. He had no engagements that night, and
  had arranged to go to Marlow on the morrow. But he had not the slightest
  intention of visiting Penton Street as he walked across Hanover Square
  towards St. George's Church. For the life of him he could never account for
  the impulse which made him hail a taxicab and direct the driver to that quiet
  street in Pimlico where Mrs. Carawood had her head office.

It was a smaller shop than he had expected. The window, tastefully draped,
  held no more than three dresses to tempt the passer-by. A shopgirl in neat
  black received him, and told him Mrs. Carawood was not at home.

"If your business is private," she said, "I had better call, Herman."

Before he could stop her she had passed round a wooden screen at the back
  of the shop, from which there presently emerged a tall, lank youth wearing a
  green-baize apron. His red hair was long and untidy, and a pair of
  steel-rimmed spectacles gave him an appearance of comic ferocity.

"Mrs. Carawood, sir? No, sir, she is not in. She's gone down to Cheltenham
  to see m'lady."

He said this with a certain pride and relish, lingering over the title as
  though he were loth to remove himself from the reflected glory of it.

John Morlay's eyes had taken in the store. He now saw that it was
  impressively fitted. The walls were panelled with oak, it boasted a parquet
  floor, and most of the models hung in cases behind plate-glass. At one end of
  the store was a carved wooden partition, and towards this Herman was glancing
  from time to time, and at first John Morlay thought that the story of Mrs.
  Carawood's absence from Town was a conventional fiction.

"Perhaps you'd like to come into the office, sir?" said the youth. He
  looked again towards the screen, and John realized that the boy had only been
  making up his mind to take this momentous step.

The "office" was a space behind the partition, and consisted of a desk,
  before which was a chair, and bookshelves. The lower of these contained what
  were evidently Mrs. Carawood's account books, while on the upper were crowded
  hundreds of paper-covered volumes, which he realized at a glance were that
  peculiar brand of fiction which the owner favoured.

Herman found a second chair and invited the visitor to sit.

"Mrs. Carawood always goes down to Cheltenham just now—before term
  ends. She has to make arrangements about m'lady coming home."

John smiled.

"By 'my lady' you mean the Countess Fioli?" he said.

Herman nodded vigorously.

"You're a friend of hers, sir?"

"Well..." Jack hesitated; "I wouldn't call myself that. I know the young
  lady slightly."

Herman beamed.

"It's the likes of that young lady," he said, "who shows that old Fenner
  is wrong."

"Who is Fenner?"

Jack was surprised at the cordiality of his reception, and only learned
  later that to Mrs. Carawood's factotum a friend of "my lady's" was something
  almost godlike.

"Fenner? Why, he's a socialist." Herman's lip curled. "He's a talker, and
  educated, and all that sort of thing."

"Does he speak badly of my lady?" asked Morlay, secretly amused.

Herman shook his head.

"Not him! That's the only good thing about Mr. Fenner, he runs down kings
  and lords, but he never says anything wrong of my lady."

The unknown Fenner had his points, then.

The visitor turned the conversation towards Mrs. Carawood and her shops.
  She had, he learned, some five or six, and they were "doing well". Also he
  discovered that she had left for Cheltenham that afternoon—Herman gave
  the exact hour of the train.

"Mrs. Carawood is a great reader?" asked John, his eyes on the shelf.

Herman smiled seraphically.

"Every one of them she's read," he said, and touched the tattered covers
  with a tender hand. "And every one I've heard!"

"You mean you've read?"

Herman shook his head.

"No, sir, I don't read or write," he said simply. "But after closing-hours
  Mrs. Carawood reads to me."

"Does Mr. Fenner approve of that?" smiled John Morlay.

"It don't matter whether he do or whether he don't," said Herman. "He says
  it puts ideas in me head, but that's all right—what's wrong with
  ideas?"

John Morlay walked slowly back towards Victoria, puzzled. And then he did
  a thing which was more inexplicable to himself: he called a taxi, drove to
  his flat, and, packing a suitcase, made his way to Paddington and caught the
  dinner train to Cheltenham. He had conceived a sudden desire to see Mrs.
  Carawood—or was it "my lady"?
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MRS. CARAWOOD passed under the familiar grey arch of
  Cheltenham Ladies' College, turned to the left and towards the circular stone
  stairs.

The "crocs." were beginning to arrive from the houses, long double lines
  of girls in blue, their flaming house colours worn in the shape of ties. She
  had passed the Cranmore croc. in the street, and had seen two senior girls
  bicycling to "Coll." wearing the Mendip necktie, and they were at once
  invested with a special glamour, for Marie's house was Mendip—the first
  house in the college for all field sports.

The college porter, hurrying past, recognized her.

"Good morning, Mrs. Carawood—have you seen her ladyship?"

"No, Mr. Bell." The stocky, dark-faced woman almost smiled. "I came down
  by the late train yesterday. Is my lady well?"

Her voice had a Cockney twang to it; the college porter, who liked her,
  yet thought her "a bit common", felt that, for all the respect due to a
  parent or guardian, he was dealing with a social equal, if no worse.

"She was all right when I saw her yesterday," said the porter. "Are you
  taking her home?"

Mrs. Carawood shook her head.

"No," she said, rather shortly, and went on her way.
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