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            Chapter one
   

         

         “WELL, goodbye, old thing! I hope you’ll enjoy the hols. Sorry I couldn’t wait to see him, but I expect he’ll turn up any moment now!”

         Carol Inglis waved goodbye automatically as the last of her friends was whirled away down the avenue of limes. The big shining car was the very last word in ostentatious elegance, and Janet Aintree, waving farewell out of the rear window, looked as smugly self-satisfied as her parents seated one on either side of her behind their well-dressed chauffeur.

         Janet was wearing the daring little hat and the jauntily cut suit she had bought when she went shopping with Mademoiselle the previous week, and she was flaunting her new bright red lipstick. That she was leaving Selbourne for good meant, apparently, very little to her, and there was certainly no thought of tears in her heart, for she was going to a far more exciting life than anything she had known within the high protecting walls of the old Abbey. Her father had recently been appointed Physician-in-Ordinary to the ruler of some attractive-sounding country tucked away on the borders of Europe and Asia, and she was looking forward to an exciting whirl of shopping and theatres and other unaccustomed treats before tasting the ultimate and exquisite joy of being actually flown to her romantic destination.

         Janet was riding the crest of a wave, and her handkerchief had ceased to flutter, and she had dropped down on to the seat between her parents, long ere the first bend in the winding drive took her out of sight of the pillared front door. And her only thought, as she shot between the gates for the last time, was that Life, with a capital L, was now actually Beginning.

         Behind her, however, Carol stood forlornly beside her piled up suitcases and wondered at the silence which hung over everything. Not a heavy, brooding silence, but a rather wistful, regretful silence, like the first breath of autumn mist when it steals unexpectedly across a still flowering landscape.

         The deserted playing fields, where yesterday voices had laughed and called to other laughing voices, the empty lawns, so recently thronged with gay summer dresses and flannelled forms of fathers, brothers and guardians, were utterly quiet now, and still. The old grey building behind her, which had stood thus for centuries, with its great, echoing hall in which Miss Hardcastle had made her end-of-term speech, and awarded the prizes, was like an empty grey shell in the slumbering countryside. And even from the servants’ quarters at the back of the house there was no customary hum of activity, for, with the departure of all the mistresses save Miss Hardcastle—who was to enjoy a holiday in the South of France, and was at the moment upstairs in her room engaged with her packing—the staff had dwindled to a mere couple of caretakers.

         Carol felt suddenly appallingly lonely as she stood there in the late afternoon sunshine and waited for someone to come and collect her. Despite the warmth she was a little cold inside, although her hands were moist inside her immaculate gloves, and her throat was dry and hurt a little. She kept shifting uneasily from one neatly-shod foot to the other, and a small, anxious voice inside her kept crying with the persistence of a babe in the wilderness:

         “What if he doesn’t come? What if he doesn’t come?

         If only a taxi would make its appearance round the bend in the drive!

         If only Timothy R. Carrington would arrive to collect his ward!…

         It seemed so much worse now that all the others had gone, so many of them borne away from Selbourne for good. Janet Aintree was on her way to a new life, like at least a dozen other girls for whom this closing summer term had been like a signpost pointing a way to the future. Youth behind—maturity ahead! Security behind—a very large question-mark indicating the possibilities in store!

         And Carol had been as thrilled as the rest by the prospect of breaking away from her school days. For, after all, she was eighteen now—actually close upon eighteen and a half, although by a special arrangement with Miss Hardcastle she had stayed on at Selbourne instead of being one of the lucky ones who had been released from the nest at Christmas. And her biggest dread, until a fortnight ago, had been that she would celebrate her nineteenth birthday within the cloistered precincts, and that would have been a humiliation almost too great to be borne. For whoever heard of a nineteen-year-old school girl?

         And then had come Timothy Carrington’s letter.

         Carol sat down suddenly on one of her suitcases, and although she did not realize it she looked considerably younger than her eighteen and a half years, and more than a little forlorn. For one thing, the trim little tailored suit she was wearing, which had been bought specially for the occasion—not under the auspices of Mademoiselle, but a dour Scots drawing mistress—was a very, unimaginative teen-ager suit, and her soft felt hat of a delicate and pearly grey which exactly matched her anxious eyes was perched rather far back on her short fair curls. The feathery ends of the curls themselves were being blown gently about by a vagrant breeze, she had the unaccustomed taste of lipstick in her mouth, having used it that day for the first time to outline her most attractive feature—soft, serious lips—and the light dust of powder she had applied to her cheeks had been dispersed to the winds long since.

         And something that persisted in trembling on the edge of her lashes was about to spill over and roll down het cheeks….

         She brushed it away impatiently, thereby soiling her new suède gloves.

         After all, it was quite possible that her guardian had been delayed. He had had a long journey by air from Africa, and had probably needed a few days in London to attend to his own affairs. Affairs did get out of hand when you spent much of your life abroad. There were bank managers and people like that to be interviewed almost certainly a tailor to be visited, perhaps a few friends and relations with a prior claim upon him. People to be visited whom he had not seen for years—telephone calls to be dealt with….

         She felt a little odd when it was suddenly borne in upon her how little she knew about Timothy Carrington. Just his name, and the fact that he had handled her affairs since her father had died so disastrously eight years before, and his signature on a Christmas card, and once only on a birthday card. And once he had sent her a queer kind of Eastern idol as a present, and a bottle of exciting perfume. And presumably he had corresponded occasionally with Miss Hardcastle, and settled such all important matters as fees, clothing and pocket money accounts, etc. And arranged to call for her this afternoon and remove her from Miss Hardcastle’s care for good!

         She started suddenly, and leaned eagerly forward, all but overbalancing on her suitcase. A taxi had appeared suddenly in the driveway, approaching the house at a considerable speed, the driver having obviously received instructions to hurry.

         It skirted the bed of flaming geraniums outside the Head’s study window, rounded the circular patch of lawn before the imposing front door, drew up with a violent screeching of brakes at the foot of the flight of steps on which she and her cases were deposited, and then its passenger flung open the door.

         He alighted almost unhurriedly—unless it was by contrast with the taxi’s recent exhibition of speed—and stood for a moment looking up at the grey face of the Abbey, with its long line of blank, unseeing windows, and its appearance of medieval calm. He was tall, dark, and possibly somewhere in the late thirties, lean-featured, sober-eyed, with a grave, quiet mouth and a bronzed skin, and dressed in a way which even the inexperienced Carol knew to be entirely correct. That is to say with restraint and the assistance of a first class tailor.

         He removed his hat politely on catching sight of her, and was plainly about to ask her a question. But she fairly leapt up from her suitcase and darted down the steps towards him, holding out a welcoming hand.

         “Oh,” she said, with such immeasurable relief in her voice that his eyebrows shot upwards, and assuming without a thought his identity, “I’m so glad—I’m so terribly glad you’ve come!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         AFTERWARDS Carol realized that she must have been holding on to his hand for fully half a minute before he spoke. When he did so it was with rather a curious expression in his eyes as they rested upon her. Very darkly blue and inscrutable, and unusually heavily lashed for a man, they flickered across her upturned face and took in every detail of her appearance, finally becoming lightened a little by the merest beginnings of a smile.

         “Forgive me,” he said, “but do I—ought to know you?” “Of course.” There was complete confidence in her voice now that he had at last arrived. “I’m Carol Inglis, your ward, and you’re Mr. Timothy Carrington, aren’t you? I’ve been waiting for you for ages—or it’s seemed ages since the others left. I was beginning to be dreadfully afraid that something had happened to you—that you might have met with an accident, or—or something—” Her voice trailed away. She swallowed something in her throat.

         “I was almost in a panic because you were late. And there’s only Miss Hardcastle left….”

         “I see….”

         He spoke so slowly that she looked up at him quickly, her heart beating fast in her excitement and relief.

         “You do know who I am now, don’t you? And you have come to take me away with you, haven’t you? This is all my luggage—all these cases, and that hat box, and that hold-all, and the trunk…. Will the taxi-man be able to manage the trunk? If not we can have it sent on. Miss Hardcastle won’t mind. And I have said goodbye to her—” She seemed to be appealing to him, like a puppy, not to delay any longer, and her expression was so overanxious that for the first time he smiled at her in a way that could definitely be regarded as a smile. And as he did so she noticed that he had very white and even teeth under a shadow of dark moustache, and that there was a slight cleft in his chin, and his smile was rather attractively one-sided—perhaps a little quizzical. But the expression in his eyes was rather more baffling, for it was unmistakably a little surprised.

         “Have you?” he said, and his voice was cool and quiet, and she decided that she liked it. “Then that’s all right, and all that remains is for you to hop into the taxi. I’d better have a word with your Headmistress before we disappear into the blue, however—if you’ll let me know where I can find her? And I’m sorry if I kept you waiting, but I missed my train and had to wait nearly an hour for another, and there were no taxis at the junction. This fellow picked me up on the road.”

         He turned to the driver and spoke a few words to him, and the man started to deal with the odd assortment of luggage.

         “Now, where can I find Miss Hardcastle?”

         Carol instructed him to pull at the ancient bell-chain which hung like a snake beside the stout front door, and while she sat quietly but expectantly in her corner of the taxi he stood on the top of the flight of steps and waited for the door to be opened. But although the echoes were aroused by the clamorous summons and the sound went reverberating along the stone corridors within, the bell-chain evoked no response. A second hearty tug achieved no better result, and he turned back to her.

         “There doesn’t seem to be anyone at home!”

         Carol leaned anxiously out to him.

         “She’s upstairs in her room, packing—or she was. But she may possibly be having a bath. Must you see her—” burning to be gone, “—I mean, is it absolutely necessary? Couldn’t we just—go?”

         “We will if the alternative is disturbing a lady in her bath.” There was no doubt about the one-sidedness of his smile now, although his voice was dry, and his eyes only twinkled mildly. “But I don’t wish to appear to be running away with one of the young ladies of Selbourne Abbey. After all, Miss Hardcastle will naturally wish to see my credentials and so forth. But on the other hand—”

         “Yes?” with an eagerness which he thought extraordinarily child-like.

         “On the other hand we shall miss the only decent train back to town if we don’t hurry. And we could always telephone Miss Hardcastle—”

         “Then let’s,” she said.

         He gave her an odd, appraising glance.

         “It has struck me that you are more than a little bit anxious to be gone,” he remarked. “Perhaps one can spend too many years in the same spot, even in such an enchanting backwater as this,” with a grave glance upwards at the walls of the Abbey. “Time here has stood still for centuries, and done it most attractively, but there is something the least little bit prison-like about this place, especially when one is a young girl in her ’teens…. Or so I should imagine! Exactly how old are you, my dear?” he asked rather abruptly.

         “Eighteen,” she responded quickly, praying that the front door would not open and Miss Hardcastle appear and delay them. “Eighteen and a half,” she added, anxious to be precise.

         “Ah, yes—I remember, that was what the letter said.”

         He climbed into the taxi and closed the door, and, when the driver looked round for his instructions, nodded his head.

         “Since there is no point in delaying, we might as well try and catch that train,” he said.

         And the cab started to move forward.

         Carol, gloved fingers clasped tightly in her lap, felt as if a moment she had waited for all her life had arrived. Timothy Carrington turned to look at her as they sped down the avenue, beneath the dangling tassels of the great limes, and the last of the familiar trees floated past the windows. The smooth lawns, the beds of scarlet geraniums, the old grey walls, with their crumbling brickwork —the atmosphere of the past—were all finally left behind, and something entirely new was beckoning ahead. As they passed the caretaker’s lodge the caretaker himself was laboring busily in his small front garden, and he saluted the taxi as it sped by. The gates were open and they shot between them like a streak of controlled lightning, out into the broad, tree-lined road along which for centuries pilgrims had trudged wearily on the last lap of their journey to Selbourne, their eyes on the Abbey towers, their hope in the Abbey itself.

         But Carol was being carried away from the Abbey, and all her hopes were concentrated in the future.

         She wondered whether presently she might wake up, and find herself back in the familiar dormitory.

         Very quietly her companion spoke to her.

         “Does it mean so much—leaving it all behind?”

         She looked at him, and her eyes were so clear and limpid that they confounded him a trifle, and he was reminded of a little fresh-water rivulet in which he used to fish, and which ran beside the walls of his old home in the north. They were eyes that could never be confused with the colors blue or green, for they were purely and simply grey, and the eyelashes which shadowed them were short, brown and silky, and curled upwards a little, like slim reeds bending backwards from the still waters of a lake.

         A faint spot of excited color burned on each of her delicately formed cheeks, and she had dug two small white teeth into her lower lip, and it was quivering a little. Her nostrils quivered also, as a result of the excitement which hammered at her ribs and rendered her a trifle breathless, and she was leaning eagerly forward on her seat so that he could watch the fair curls bobbing on her neck, and behind her small, well-shaped ears. And that ridiculous little hat was perched so far back on her head that it looked as if it would fall off at any moment, and in any case it reminded him of a small grey pudding-basin.

         What in the world had they been thinking of—her instructors at the Abbey—that they had allowed her to buy a thing like that?

         Carol was dying to know where he was taking her, but her lack of familiarity with him prevented her from asking him any questions. Apart from the fact that she had known few men in her brief lifetime, there was something experienced and man-of-the-world about this one who now sat beside her in the confined and definitely stuffy space of the local taxi which made her feel almost desperately shy. It was true that she had dreamed about him for years now, and sometimes her dreams had taken somewhat fantastic shapes which had nothing at all to do with the reality of their meeting today. In her dreams, for instance, he had not been quite so obviously attractive—perhaps not quite so young. She had been inclined to envisage him as a father, and herself in the role of a daughter thoroughly determined to make up to him for the great kindness he had displayed in making himself responsible for her and her affairs.

         But in the blue eyes watching her from the opposite corner of the cab there was nothing in the least paternal —young as she was she recognized that!—and even something faintly perplexed. He wore an expression of gravity, and his well-cut lips had a thoughtful set. She felt quite sure he was not regarding her as a man regards a newly acquired daughter, and at the same time he was so unmistakably a gentleman—in the sense Miss Hardcastle would have approved—that she had no fears whatsoever of any treatment she might receive at his hands.

         Instinctively she liked him, and she hoped he was going to like her. She smiled at him very shyly.

         He sensed that she was anxious to know where they were going.

         “I’m going to take you to a little hotel I know of in London,” he told he, ”at least for a few days. A little hotel in Kensington.” He paused. ”And then I’ll probably buzz you up north to the care of my sister.”

         “Oh!” said Carol, and for an instant the transparent limidness of her eyes was overcast by a shadow.

         “Have you ever been north before?” he asked her.

         She shook her head.

         “No, never.”

         “I take it that you are not very widely travelled?” with an odd smile.

         “I’ve hardly even been away from Selbourne,” she confessed, ”but I’ve always wanted to get away from it—badly. Whereabouts in the north does your sister live?”

         “Westmorland,” he informed her. ”Quite a beautiful bit of country to those who love the lakes. And the mountains, of course.”

         “It sounds nice,” she said.

         “It is nice,” he agreed. ”And so is my sister. In fact, she’s quite extraordinarily nice.”

         “Really?” she murmured, and a little of the tension seemed to have gone out of her clasped hands, and she was lying back against the seat instead of leaning impulsively forward.

         “But do you actually mean to tell me that you never spent even a school holiday away from the Abbey?” he asked, with sudden curiosity. “Didn’t any of your friends ever ask you to their homes?”

         “Only once or twice,” she answered quietly. “You see,” she explained, “I was never in a position to be able to ask any of them back anywhere, and Miss Hardcastle was of the opinion that it might prove a little unsettling for me. And I was never really tremendously popular,” candidly, “because to be popular you have to take a terrific interest in all kinds of sports, and not only to be interested in them but to shine at them, and to have a rich father and mother to boast about and supply you with unlimited pocket money.”

         “And you never had very much pocket money?”

         “Not much.”

         “I see,” he said, rather a gentle note in his voice. “And it is not your ambition to become one of our future athletes?”

         “I’m a duffer at all games,” she confessed. “I much prefer reading poetry, and taking long, lonely walks, and keeping a dog—I do hope I’ll have a dog of my own one day!” with almost fierce wistfulness.

         “We’ll earmark that one for future consideration,” her guardian replied quietly. And then added: “I see you’ll fit in very well with Brown Furrows.”

         “Is that the name of your sister’s house?”

         “Well, actually it’s my house, but she runs it for me, and looks after me as well when I’m not wandering abroad —which I seem to be doing very often!”

         A more hopeful expression crept into her face as she looked up at him, and he smiled a little.

         “Then you are there sometimes?”

         “Oh, yes—quite frequently. On other occasions I get bitten by a bug called the wanderlust, and off I go!”

         “That seems a pity,” she remarked, while her clear eyes studied him. “Especially as it’s such a nice name for a house.”

         “You think so?” he asked. “Well, I think it’s a very nice house”—he seemed to be already affected by her preference for simple adjectives—“but it ought really to be called Lonely Furrows, because it’s so much off the beaten track. But if you don’t mind loneliness that’s all to the good. And it’s a very beautiful Elizabethan farmhouse, with a parcel of goodly acres adjoining.”

         “Then you are a farmer?” she suggested. ”Or, at least,” she added, ”you are when you are at home?”

         The idea seemed to cause him some faint amusement. ”I’ve never thought of myself in that light before,” he admitted. ”But it might be a good plan to begin now….” He regarded her with a strange, subdued twinkle in his eyes. ”A very good plan….”

         She colored with swift embarrassment, afraid that he thought her naive.

         “Oh, I see what you mean,” she said quickly. ”Someone else farms it for you?”

         “At the moment,” he agreed. ”And in my father’s time —and, I believe, my grandfather’s and great-grandfather’s time—it was always somebody else who did the farming. But that’s no reason why we shouldn’t some day introduce a change. In fact, I think it might be quite a good idea!” The taxi had stopped outside the station, and they were about to be decanted from it and into the London train, which was actually just then steaming into the station. He helped her out while his eyes still twinkled a little, and she was glad of the excuse to hurry.

         “My sister Meg is always wanting me to settle down,” he told her. ”And perhaps one day I will!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
   

         

         CAROL awakened next morning to such an unaccustomed sensation of deep comfort that she almost went right off to sleep again. Until she realized that there was a chambermaid in the room, drawing back the curtains, and indicating a tea-tray on a little table beside the bed.

         Carol struggled up into a sitting position, and the chambermaid smiled at her.

         “The gentleman told me not to wake you too early, but it’s close on ten o’clock, and I thought perhaps you’d like to be stirring.”

         “Goodness, I should think so!” exclaimed Carol in horror. The early rising bell at the Abbey went at seven o’clock each morning, and breakfast was at a quarter to eight, and here she was still in bed at this appallingly late hour. “I must have been terribly tired last night, or I overslept, or something,” she apologized.

         She scrambled out of bed and into her red candlewick dressing gown—the only thing at variance with the quiet luxury of the room—and the chambermaid offered to turn on her bath water for her.

         “And then I’ll bring you your breakfast,” she said, “or you won’t get any!”

         It was a fine morning—one of those mornings when London is almost beautiful because of the sunlight gilding the streets, and an almost Neapolitan touch in the blueness of the sky. It was Carol’s first visit to London—her first visit to the heart of any great and thriving built-up area— and the unaccustomed noises which came in at her open window excited her and filled her with curiosity.

         She had never slept so long in her life before. But then she had never lived through such a period of emotional upheaval and disturbance—as well as the acute anxiety which had beset her at times—as on the day before, when she had been waiting for her guardian to arrive. And the knowledge that she could all at once relax had resulted in her being overcome by such a sensation of weariness—largely a weariness of the mind, behind which was a tremendous, spreading sensation of relief—that she had not been able to fight against it, and sleep had engulfed her and taken possession of her for hours.

          
   

         But she was fresh enough this morning, and her major worry was what to wear once she had discarded the red candlewick dressing-gown. The severe tailored suit chosen by Miss Mackintosh, which, despite the obvious excellence of its cloth, was smoehow not quite right, was also a trifle heavy for a fine summer morning in London. And apart from a solitary summer-weight dress, which had actually been bought as a party dress, and ran slightly to frills and furbelows, she had nothing but her school uniform in which to make her appearance downstairs in the dignified hotel lounge which had seemed to her on the previous evening to be full of starched elderly gentlemen and disapproving elderly ladies.

         In the end the suit won, for, as Miss Mackintosh had pointed out, it was, at least, essentially lady-like, and the plain little white blouse she wore with it, with its prim little turned-down collar, was quite attractive in its puritan neatness. Her figure was almost childishly slender, and the suit did somewhat tend to angularize her proportions, particularly as the skirt was unfashionably short, and displayed a length of colt-like leg. But she carried herself with a slim uprightness, and had a certain rather timid grace. And her head was set gracefully on her slender shoulders, and her fair curls required only a quick, upward movement of the comb to lie in the way she wanted them.

         She hesitated over applying an inexperienced dab of powder to her nose, and in the end used only the merest trace of lipstick. But it was not exactly the right shade of lipstick, although it had been heartily recommended by the young lady in the chemist’s shop at Selbourne.

         When she found her way to the lift the lift-man eyed her with a mixture of approval and something slightly more paternal in his regard, and then whisked her straight away ťo the ground floor, where her guardian was conducting a conversation with the young lady behind the reception desk.

         Carol approached him rather shyly, and he turned as she drew near to his elbow.

         “Hullo” he said. “You look as if you’d slept well.”

         He drew her over to a corner of the lounge and, seating her in an arm-chair facing him, asked her what she would like to do with herself that day.

         “I don’t mind,” she confessed, conveying the impression that anything new was an adventure. “But first of all I would like to apologize for sleeping so terribly late this morning. I can’t ever remember doing such a thing before. I don’t know what you must think of me…. And having my breakfast brought up to me! Miss Hard-castle would be horrified.”

         “If I were you,” he advised, “I would begin to forget all about Miss Hardcastle, and I certainly wouldn’t worry my head over what she would think about anything you do, or are likely to do. Miss Hardcastle belongs to a section of your life which is behind you now, and she is certainly not concerned with your future. The present is something which concerns yourself.”

         “That sounds just a little bit — thrilling,” Carol murmured with a subdued sparkle in her eyes.

         “Well, it’s true, don’t forget and as for your former Headmistress, I have been through to her on the telephone this morning, and have explained yesterday afternoon’s somewhat abrupt departure, and she is quite satisfied that you are in safe hands now. She sends you her very best wishes, and regrets missing an opportunity to make my acquaintance. But if she will take her baths at irregular hours what else can she expect? After all, you can’t have everything in this world!”

         Carol laughed suddenly — a low, bubbling, girlish laugh.

         “I only said that I thought she might be taking a bath, but I couldn’t be quite certain. But it must have struck you as rather funny…. A Headmistress in a bath!——”

         “Instead of the more usual study!”

         His face reflected the amusement on hers.

         “And Miss Hardcastle is so prim and correct she would simply hate you to think that she — that she really was——” She broke off, giggling afresh.

         “Well, we won’t embarrass Miss Hardcastle any further, for the time being at any rate,” he remarked, dismissing that lady with a wave of his hand. “And now let us get back to the subject of you. What do you want to do today?”

         She sat silent, regarding him.

         “There is one thing I really would like to do,” she confessed, after a moment, shyly.

         “Pay a visit to the Zoo?” he suggested, returning her regard with a smile in his eyes.

         “Oh, no!”

         “Visit the National Gallery? Madame Tussaud’s, the Houses of Parliament—?”

         She shook her head.

         “Not searching after intellectual satisfaction of that sort?” he teased her. “Well, what is it that you do want to do?”

         “Visit the shops,” she said almost breathlessly. “I’ve never seen the London shops, although I’ve heard a lot about them. The girls used to rave about all the lovely things you can see, and buy if you’ve got the money, in the West-End stores, when they used to come back to Selbourne after a holiday in London with their parents. Some of them actually stayed in hotels like this, and went to theatres, and cinemas, and mannequin parades—”

         “And unsettled the rest of you when they got back to school!” Timothy Carrington shook his head deprecatingly. “I know the sort of thing that goes on in young ladies’ boarding establishments—seminaries, as they used to be called! I suppose it’s what is known as the ’eternal Eve’ finding its way to the surface, determined to force a way out. But if that is what you want, by dear, then to the shops we will go!”

         “Oh, that is kind of you,” she told him, and there was no doubt about the gratitude in her voice.

         “Not at all, my child. And since we’re going to the shops we’d better make up our minds to spend some money. Not much sense in looking at things and not buying them —at least, some of them. And while we’re on the subject of shopping, I do feel that we ought to do something about that hat of yours, the one you were wearing yesterday.”

         “Why, didn’t you like it?” she asked, in surprise. “It’s a new hat. Miss Mackintosh thought it was quite a good felt, and although it doesn’t seem to fit awfully well, it’s a good, serviceable color. At least, Miss Mackintosh said so.” ”Then Miss Mackintosh ought to be made to wear it. And I, personally, would like to see her wearing it!” He stood up, smiling down at her bewildered face. ”At a guess I should say that your Miss Mackintosh is short, fat, and forty, and that she always carries a waterproof and is never seen without her umbrella. Am I, or am I not, right?” Carol sounded quite awed as she admitted:

         “You are perfectly right.”

         “And you, my dear,” he reminded her, stretching forth a hand to persuade her to her feet, ”are only eighteen, not nearly as fat as you ought to be, and I don’t think I like you in grey. So shall we get started on our shopping expedition?”

         “If—if you won’t be bored—?” a little uncertainly.

         “I am never bored, my dear—at least, not often. And in addition to the hat I think we must definitely look for something thinner for you to wear than that heavy suit. It doesn’t suggest a warm July day to me at all.”

         “But I haven’t got a great deal of money, I’m afraid,” Carol confessed to him in anxiety. “I never had very much pocket-money, you know, and it cost me quite a lot to buy this costume. Clothes are so dreadfully expensive, aren’t they?”

         “They certainly are,” he agreed. “But as I am to be you banker you needn’t worry about that side of the picture.” He turned to the hall porter, who was standing near. “Call me a taxi, will you please,” he ordered.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter four
   

         

         CAROL never forgot that day. She never forgot the days which followed, and which amounted to close upon a week before a termination to their visit to London was discussed, and her first real taste of an existence apart from the ordered routine of school life brought to an end, but given a new angle.

         They went everywhere—or it seemed to Carol that they went everywhere in those few days. All the places she had read about, and wondered about, and listened to secondhand accounts of. Westminster Abbey and St. Paul’s, the parks, Chelsea Embankment, Tower Bridge, Richmond Park. And of course the shops. Carol was completely charmed by the shops, but the various new articles of clothing she acquired were not obtained in the great West-End stores—although their windows delighted and bewildered her—but in tucked-away little shops in Bond Street, and salubrious thoroughfares of that sort.

         Timothy Carrington said his sister, when she came to London, always dealt at these apparently modest little establishments, but Carol was frequently amazed when she saw the inside of them, and found herself walking on luxurious carpets and inhaling the perfume of exotic hothouse flowers. And the assistants were always so attentive —especially when they saw her escort—and they always had exactly the right thing that would suit her, or they took her measurements and she was assured of its being delivered within as short a time as possible.

         The first evening frock she had ever possessed in her life came home on the night she was to be taken to her first theatre. Secretly Carol was a little appalled by the amount of money her guardian was expending on this new outfit of hers; she had no idea he was going to make their shopping expedition such a wholesale one. When she remonstrated with him in her shy fashion he was inclined to treat her remonstrance with amusement, and more than once he remarked that if a man, having acquired a ward, could not feel proud of the way she looked, then it would be much better for him if he had not acquired one! And he could never have felt proud of her in that grey pudding-basin she was wearing when he first caught sight of her!

         Carol felt sure he was partly teasing, but she realized he had a critical eye for female clothes, and he was not slow to let her know when a thing did not suit her. When a thing did suit her he merely nodded his head approvingly and his eyes twinkled a little.

         “Yes; I think you look less like a fourth-former in that! We’d better have it,” he would instruct the saleswoman.

         The evening frock was supplied by a woman who called herself Delphine, and whose little salon was done out in mauve and grey. She had had it on her hands for a few weeks, for it had been created for the young daughter of a customer, and then the order had been cancelled. It was a full-skirted creation in stiff ivory taffeta with tiny, ruched sleeves and an off-the-shoulder neckline, and a knot of narrow black velvet ribbons at the base of the brief corsage. There was nothing in the least sophisticated about it; on the contrary it had an enchanting air of rather prim picturesqueness, and a Romney-like touch of romantic simplicity.

         Carol, with her spun-gold curls, her slender column of a throat, and her serene grey eyes with their brown, silky eyelashes, looked as if the dress had been made for her and never intended for anyone else.

         When she wore it that night for the visit to the theatre her guardian looked at her for the first time with something like astonishment. Delphine had discreetly suggested a visit to a hairdresser, and a few hints on more skilful make-up, and Carol had certainly profited by this visit, without being in any way transformed or too noticeably improved in appearance

         To begin with, her hair was not the same, although it curled just as softly, and was still the same pale primrose gold. It was shorter, if anything, and there was a fascinating suggestion of a curling fringe lying like the ends of an ostrich feather on her wide, white forehead. It was quite obvious that her heart-shaped face, with its dimpled chin, was very skilfully made up, the feathery brown eyebrows darkened ever so slightly, although the eyelashes were un-touched, and the full, not-so-childish-looking mouth glowed like a scarlet hibiscus. When her lips parted and she smiled up at her guardian her little teeth gleamed like the most perfect set of pearls, and there was a shy look in her eyes which invited his admiration.

         But he said nothing, and she looked for a moment almost disappointed.

         “Do I look—How—how do I look?” she inquired at last, as if it was of the utmost importance to her to learn his views on what she believed to be her considerably altered appearance.

         He put his head on one side and regarded her, and there was that faint quizzical gleam in his eyes with which she was now becoming fairly familiar.

         “Well, my dear,” he admitted, “I am more than a little dazzled, but it will take quite a while to grow used to you. Do you mind if I leave it at that for the present?”

         Her face instantly fell.

         “Then you don’t—approve?”

         “Silly child,” he said, and put out a hand and lightly tweaked one of her curls. “It would be impossible not to approve, but you mustn’t be affected by my opinions.”

         And she had to content herself with that.

         During the interval, at the theatre, he took her to obtain refreshments at the buffet, and while she sipped an iced orangeade she looked about her at the other men and women present. Lovely frocks, elegant frocks were on all sides of her, and so were some very choice hair styles—they made hers seem very simple and unsophisticated. And she had never before seen so many smart-looking men in dinner-jackets. To Timothy Carrington, however, she secretly awarded the palm for appearing much more at his ease in his, and he had much more of a distinguished air than any of the other men who pressed forward to repeat the order for their drinks. And the bronzed line of his jaw was very noticeable against the white of his shirt front.

         Other women glanced at him, too, as they passed by, and they were definitely approving glances. One woman— in a cloudy black evening-dress scattered with sequins, with extraordinary large and brilliant dark eyes, a coronet of gleaming black plaits, and a milk-white skin—actually turned and seized him by the arm, while she stared at him in astonishment.

         “Why, Timothy!” she exclaimed unbelievingly. “I had no idea you were even in England!”

         Her escort stood a little behind her, and looked ever so slightly uncomfortable while he waited to be introduced.

         “Voilà!” exclaimed Carrington, not looking particularly surprised.

         Her smile was obviously for him alone, for she had not even noticed Carol, and it was a slow, enchanting smile. Her age might have been somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five, but was possibly nearer thirty.

         “Why didn’t you let me know you were back?” There was almost an accusing note in her soft voice as she put the question. “Why didn’t you, Timothy?”

         “My dear Viola,” he returned, “I’ve only been back a very short while.” He paused. “Let me introduce my ward. Carol—” and Carol came shyly forward, “—this is Mrs. Featherstone, our nearest neighbor at Brown Furrows. You will probably see quite a lot of one another very soon now. And won’t you present me to your young friend, Viola? His face seems vaguely familiar.”

         “And so it should,” Mrs. Featherstone returned, after a somewhat protracted and particularly cool scrutiny of the younger girl’s face, and the barest touching of her fingers with her own scarlet-tipped hand, escaping from an elbow-length glove. “Brian Winslow is my cousin, and used to make himself a perfect nuisance at our house during the holidays, but the last time you were home he was at the University. He is now trying to carve himself out a career as a journalist.”

         “Very nice, too,” Timothy murmured.

         “It will be if I succeed,” the young man opined with a faintly whimsical air. He had a shock of fair curly hair and the most disarming blue eyes in the world, and—Carol thought—a particularly nice mouth. “But it won’t surprise me in the least if I don’t,” he added frankly.

         Carol smiled at him, as if drawn to do so, and it was a far more natural smile than the one she had accorded Mrs. Featherstone. He smiled back, with an engaging lift to one corner of his mouth.
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