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         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.
   

         

         Frederica 
      felt that the woman behind the desk was regarding her a trifle dubiously, and she said anxiously that she was quite sure she could satisfy Mr. Lestrode if he would only have the courage to engage her. After all, she had driven Lady Allerdale for two years, and as Lady Allerdale’s testimonial proved, she had given excellent service. She had been responsible for the care and maintenance of an oldfashioned Daimler car that would have tested the temper of a good many men with more actual driving experience if they had been entrusted with the charge of such an unwieldy vehicle.

         But still the woman behind the desk looked unconvinced.

         “And Lady Allerdale,” she said, “has gone abroad? That is the only reason why you are not now working for her?”

         Frederica nodded eagerly.

         “That is the only reason. She has gone to live with her sister in the South of France, and it wasn’ t very convenient to take me with her. Besides, the car was getting a bit too old … and it used up petrol like a thirsty horse. Lady Allerdale decided to sell it.”

         It would have been more strictly accurate if she had stated that her recent employer had parted with the Daimler without receiving very much for it … It was that kind of car.

         The woman in the agency nodded.

         “Of course, we are quite familiar with Lady Allerdale,” she admitted. “We have supplied her with staff for a number of years. But Mr. Lestrode is rather a different matter … I mean, you would find him a very different type of employer from Lady Allerdale. He,” she hesitated for a few moments, groping for words, “he is a business gentleman with interests on the Continent, and in addition he travels about quite a lot in this country. He has just bought Farthing Hall in Gloucestershire and is in the process of settling down there at the moment. You would be required to drive him and look after any other cars he owns.”

         “And you say he has just bought a new Daimler V-8?”

         “Yes.” Once again the dubious expression. “But apart from anything else, I’m sure Lady Allerdale disliked travelling at speed, and Mr. Lestrode is entirely the opposite … I mean, I can’t imagine him crawling along at twenty miles an hour, or even being particularly considerate,” with honesty. “He is a slightly impetuous gentleman with a very dominating personality.”

         “If he’s impetuous,” Frederica argued persuasively, “he might be willing to take a chance on me. And I don’t always drive at twenty miles an hour,” she added. “I’ve touched a hundred and twenty in my sister Rosaleen’s boy-friend’s car.

         “Yes, but—”

         Frederica leaned across the desk towards her.

         “Please,” she urged. “It’s so difficult for a girl like me, who can only drive, and can’t even do shorthand, to get a job I know I’m going to like. And Mr. Lestrode can always give me the sack if I don’t suit him … And I’m not in the least likely to smash him up, or anything like that!”

         Her face was eager, and vivid as a flower, framed in long bright hair. It was such wonderfully bright hair that it could have been chestnut in one light and deep gold in another. But it made her look very young, and her eyes were a clear green that affected anyone who gazed at her for long with the impression that they were swimming about in light green water.

         She used make-up sparingly, but it increased her air of being extremely feminine—and rather a useless female type at that. She was slenderly built, and her bones were small … Her hands, on the wheel of a car, would look like a couple of pale butterflies come to rest there. Try as hard as she would the woman in the agency simply could not see her lying under a car with grease dripping on her, or jacking up a wheel in order to change a tyre.

         But Lady Allerdale had given her a wonderful reference, and was even willing to enter into correspondence with any prospective future employer on the subject of the chauffeuse she had been forced to dispense with.

         “I’ll tell you what I’ll do,” the agency clerk said with unusual impulsiveness, because Frederica Wells occasionally affected otherwise rational and somewhat conservative people in that way. “I’ll take a chance on you, because Mr. Lestrode has made it rather easy for me to do so. He doesn’t want to interview prospective employees, and he does want someone in rather a hurry … and at the moment we’re rather short of suitable applicants. He has said nothing about objecting to a member of the opposite sex driving him, and he has entrusted us with the power to engage a qualified chauffeur on his behalf. You have had two years’ experience, and if you honestly think you can cope …” an extremely doubtful note in her voice nevertheless.

         “I’m absolutely certain I can cope,” Frederica assured her, thrusting the long bright hair back with her hand. “In fact, I know I can!”

         “Despite the fact that you’re accustomed to an old-fashioned car?”

         “Despite that.”

         “You may find Mr. Lestrode … a difficult employer!”

         “I don’t mind!”

         “Certainly an exacting one.”

         “I don’t mind,” Frederica repeated happily. “Lady Allerdale was not always easy to handle, and she was very fussy about the way the car was kept. I had to maintain it at the pitch of perfection … And I’m a pretty good mechanic, although I say it myself.” She enquired a trifle more breathlessly: “You did say there’s a cottage that goes with the job, didn’t you? I need somewhere for my family to live. In fact, I’ve got to have somewhere for them to live!”

         “Your family?”

         “My mother and sister. They’re living in a flat in Notting Hill at the moment, but it isn’t at all satisfactory, and the rent’s much too high. That’s why it’s so important that there should be a cottage.”

         “There is a cottage,” the clerk agreed, “but whether it’s furnished or not I’m afraid I can’t tell you. However, the salary Mr. Lestrode is offering is extremely generous—”

         “How much?” Frederica enquired in a whisper.

         Her curiosity was satisfied, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

         “Marvellous! I’ve simply got to get this job.”

         Her interrogator felt a return of her nervousness.

         “In connection with the cottage,” she began. “Is it likely that your mother and sister would be willing to help in the house if Mr. Lestrode’s housekeeper required extra help?”

         Frederica seemed definitely taken aback by this suggestion. If the woman on the other side of the desk had been able to appreciate why she would have felt even more uneasy than she did feel.

         “Well,” in a distinctly dubious tone, “I suppose they could, in an emergency.”

         “Your sister hasn’t already got a job?”

         “No.” Frederica looked as if this was strange language to her. “She’s never had a job in her life.”

         “Then she’s much younger than you?”

         “No, older.”

         The clerk decided to give it up, and to hope for the best. She was doing a very unwise thing, she felt reasonably certain, and it was quite possible it would recoil on herself. She had been at the agency for fifteen years, and she thought she was a fairly shrewd judge of character … but there was something about this young woman that defeated her, and made her feel a little helpless at the same time.

         She wanted to help her … and she quite liked her. She felt sorry for that wide-eyed, curious innocence of hers, and her confident belief in her own ability. It was quite likely that Mr. Lestrode would be absolutely furious when he found himself saddled—very likely very temporarily indeed!—with a female chauffeur, and would telephone the agency in a fury, demanding that a substitute be sent along without delay.

         But at the moment there was no substitute, and there was always the possibility that the girl would prove satisfactory. But it might be wiser if she refrained from making a precipitate move into the cottage … at any rate until she had had her first interview with Humphrey Lestrode.

         “How soon do I start?” Frederica asked, longing to get home and break the news to her family. “And is there someone at the other end who can get the cottage ready for us? If there isn’t any furniture that goes with it we have some—”

         The other woman spoke to her very gently.

         “If I were you, my dear,” she said, “I’d wait until you get there and find out exactly what your duties are before you think about moving into the cottage. There will be plenty of time when you’ve decided whether or not you’re going to like the job, and whether, if it comes to that, you’ll like living in Gloucestershire.”

         “Oh, but I will,” Frederica assured her, with an expression on her face that silenced the other woman … and surprised her at the same time. For Frederica’s chin was resolute, and her light green eyes that sparkled as if sunshine was shining on icegreen water were almost equally intent and determined. “I’ve had a similar job before, and I know what to do. I shall do my best to prove to Mr. Lestrode that you did the right thing when you engaged me!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         Frederica’S 
      mother and sister were toasting crumpets in front of the electric fire in the dismal sittingroom of their flat when Frederica arrived home to join them.

         Frederica’s mother had been out shopping and ha d bought herself a hat and paid five guineas for it. It was a ridiculous, flowery confection that would suit Electra Wells down to the ground when she appeared in it for Easter, wearing it with one of her slender suits and the accompaniment of trim, expensive shoes and immaculate gloves. She had a heart-shaped face that was so like Frederica’s vivid one that they could have passed for sisters, except that Frederica was fair and her mother had an exquisite Italian darkness—and was the daughter of an equally exquisite Italian mother.

         Rosaleen, on the other hand, was like an April day—all sunshine and smiles. Her complexion made ordinary people think of alabaster vases, and when she blushed they thought of rose gardens. Her eyes were darkly blue and beautiful—and she had little teeth that bit into apples with a delightful crunchy sound, the very thing they were doing now as she watched her mother buttering the crumpets.

         “Well, darling,” Mrs. Wells enquired, looking up at her younger daughter, “did you get the job?”

         “Yes; I got it.”

         Frederica explained all that it would mean, and Rosaleen was quick to see the advantages of living in the country almost on top of a large country house. Mrs. Wells, who made a practice of being absolutely forthright and could see no reason why she should ever pretend about anything, immediately seized upon the obvious advantage of her daughter acquiring a bachelor for an employer … and at least Frederica knew that Humphrey Lestrode was a bachelor.

         “Let me see now,” Electra murmured, clasping both hands together beneath her chin, and exercising her excellent memory. “There used to be a Richard Lestrode who hunted with your father, and I believe he had a place in Gloucestershire … or was it Huntingdonshire?”

         “Mr. Lestrode has only just bought Farthing Hall,” Frederica explained patiently.

         “Oh, has he, darling? Now, isn’t that interesting?” Electra’s vivid and singularly youthful face acquired an extra vividness. “When an unmarried man takes over a new house and has to furnish it he’s always glad to listen to advice from experts. I flatter myself that I know all there is to know about furnishing and settling down in a new home, and if we’re to live near him I can be of the utmost assistance … and Rosaleen, too. You know she took that course in modern décor, and I’m sure she’d be delighted to let Mr. Lestrode have the benefit of all the knowledge she acquired on the subject, wouldn’t you, darling?” addressing her eldest daughter.

         Rosaleen deposited her apple core in the wastepaper basket and agreed that it would be highly diversionary, especially if Mr. Lestrode was under forty and unmarried.

         “I’m willing to teach him everything I know if he’s good-looking,” she remarked, licking the butter off a crumpet. “I’ll even choose his colour-schemes for him, and select his furniture if he likes to give me carte blanche in the way of a blank cheque.”

         “Don’t be ridiculous,” Frederica said curtly, with an upsurge of impatience … for Rosaleen, she knew, was quite capable of putting some such suggestion to Mr. Lestrode if she ever found herself installed in the cottage. “For one thing, I haven’t the least idea whether he’s married or not, and for another, the furnishing of his house will be nothing to do with us.”

         Rosaleen smiled at her impishly.

         “You think not? But then you don’t think along the same lines as I do, do you?”

         Electra talked animatedly over tea, painting pictures of their life in the country, on the Farthing Hall estate, and reminding them that she had lived the better part of her life amidst rural surroundings.

         “I loathe town life,” she declared, “and my complexion is always several degrees fairer in a good clean atmosphere. I shall go out tomorrow and buy curtain materials for the cottage, and when you find out just how much furniture there is there already we’ll move in. Of course, if there isn’t any furniture we’ll have to go to sales and see what we can pick up.… And we might have a few nice pieces on hirepurchase. Oh, we’ll manage!” she declared, with airy optimism. “Fortunately, we’ve got all that silver Uncle Joe left us.… We can get that out of store.”

         “I wouldn’t do anything at all, Mother,” Frederica advised her, “until I’ve actually met Mr. Lestrode, and we know what the position is.”

         But Mrs. Wells could see no reason for cautious behaviour, and she spent the evening discussing their future plans. Frederica went to bed early, and the next morning she devoted to pressing her clothes and packing some of them in a suitcase. The bulk of her possessions she determined to leave behind in the Notting Hill flat, despite constant urgings from her mother to have confidence in her own abilities and take everything with her on her first trip to Farthing Hall.

         “If you arrive with a lot of luggage Mr. Lestrode won’t dare to send you packing, however unsuitable he might think you,” she predicted. “In any case, he’ll think twice about deciding you really won’t do, especially if you come over all feminine and appeal to him nicely. Tell him you’re much stronger than you look, and that, above all, you’re willing! So many people nowadays are not at all willing.”

         It might have been by accident that Frederica’s glance alighted on her mother’s beautifully kept hands, and she wondered whether willingness, according to her lights, included ruining one’s nails with a tool-kit, and risking one’s hair-do beneath the bonnet of a car.

         In connection with her own hair she took a resolution. It had to be neater, less obvious, as it were.… And before she left London she had it cut short and styled in a manner that made her look more sophisticated and deprived her of a little of her youth, but was very becoming all the same. She also bought herself a couple of dresses that were rather like uniform dresses, with neat collars and cuffs, and a slim coat to wear over them when the weather was cold.

         At the moment it was spring … very early spring, and a coat was still necessary. The one she bought prevented her having a bulky appearance at the wheel of a car, and was commendably serviceable and trim.

         It had been arranged that she should leave London by the afternoon train, and she arrived in Gloucestershire shortly after darkness clamped down over a rolling countryside. A car driven by a local taxi-man took her to Farthing Hall, and through the open windows of the taxi she could smell the sweetness of the coming of spring … exciting whiffs of daffodil-starred hedgerows, early primroses hidden in the dusk, and violets. She thought of some lines about the West Country that she had learned as a child: “Apple orchards blossom there, and the air’s like wine.…”

         The air was certainly like wine, despite the fact that it was also cold. She missed her comfortable old windcheater that she had been wearing for some time, and found the brief collar of her tailored coat a little inadequate.

         They turned in at a pair of gates that could only be vaguely seen in the star-pricked gloom, and moved swiftly up a winding drive. Only one or two lights streamed from the house, and the main bulk of it looked very dark.

         She paid the taxi-man, and he carried her cases to the foot of the short flight of steps that led up to the front door. The latter was opened suddenly, and the housekeeper stood there, young and unusually smart in a tailored silk dress, and with beautifully managed hair coiled elegantly about her head.

         She was unexpectedly friendly, however.

         “Oh, come in,” she said. “You’re the new chauffeur, aren’t you? I heard from the agency that you’re the wrong sex, but apparently your qualifications are so exceptional that we can only hope Mr. Lestrode won’t mind your not being a man.”

         Frederica, who was feeling lost and a little uncertain after her journey, followed her into a hall with beautiful dimensions and uttered a faint sound like alarm.

         “You don’t think he—he really will mind, do you?” she enquired with travel-weary huskiness.

         The housekeeper—who in addition to being slim and elegant had an amused pair of brown eyes—turned and surveyed her with rather more interest now that they were under the blaze of a splendid chandelier, and tried not to allow anything like concern to show in her face.

         “Well—er—you are a bit younger than I expected,” she admitted, “and there isn’t a great deal of you, is there? But women drove all sorts of heavy vehicles in the last war, and perhaps your appearance is deceptive.”

         “I could drive a tank if it was absolutely necessary,” Frederica assured her. “And I don’t suppose Mr. Lestrode drives about in a tank, does he?”

         “Oh, dear me, no!” the housekeeper laughed. “Nothing like that … In fact, our means of transport is the most luxurious thing we’ve got at the moment.” She waved a hand to indicate the slight bareness of the hall. “Furniture is arriving daily, but we still need masses of it, and Mr. Lestrode is in London at the moment buying up pieces he fancies for the Hall. Of course, it will look marvellous when it’s finished … all the furnishing, I mean,” with a note of pride in her voice. “And the grounds are going to look marvellous, too, when the gardener we’ve just engaged has had a chance to get to work on them.”

         “Then the place has been a little neglected?” Frederica suggested, thinking that the panelling must be worth a small fortune. “I’ve never been to Gloucestershire before, but this is a gorgeous house, isn’t it?”

         “Absolutely gorgeous,” the housekeeper agreed with enthusiasm. She took her coat, and then dived out into the night to bring in her suit-cases. “We’re a little understaffed at the moment,” she admitted. “In fact, we’re badly understaffed, and as yet we haven’t even got a manservant. But that’s another little problem Mr. Lestrode is looking after in town.

         Frederica followed her along a corridor to a lighted sitting-room, which proved to be the housekeeper’s own sitting-room.

         “I thought we’d share a meal in here together tonight,” she said. “And I’m putting you in the room next to mine in the west wing. It’s actually the oldest part of the house, but I like it—and I thought you might feel a bit strange and prefer to have company on your first night in a house of this size. Of course, when you move into the cottage you can fix yourself up how and where you like, but for the moment the cottage is a bit of a mess—like the rest of the house.”

         “Is—is there any furniture in the cottage?” Frederica asked, subsiding into a comfortable armchair beside a blazing log fire—apple logs she thought with pleasure, inhaling their perfume—and feeling more thankful than she could possibly have expressed in words that she was not to meet her employer that night.

         At least that ordeal, on top of a tiring journey, had apparently been spared her.

         The housekeeper added another log to the fire, and explained that the cottage contained some furniture, but she had no idea whether the new occupant would think it was much use. They would just have to select other pieces from the house if it was inadequate, and in any case Frederica would probably not be moving into the cottage for a week or so.

         “I expect you’ll want to get used to your surroundings and find out whether you’re really going to settle down here,” she added tactfully … because what she really meant, the new employee realised, was that it would be best for her to wait and find out whether her services were to be retained for any length of time before moving into the cottage.

         “Of course,” Frederica agreed, and accepted a cup of strong, hot tea as it was put into her hand with grateful thanks for the other’s diplomatic evasions.

         The housekeeper explained that she had once worked for Mr. Lestrode in the capacity of a secretary, but she was now in full control of the running of his home. She told Frederica to call her by her Christian name, which was Lucille, and explained that even Mr. Lestrode had done so for years. He was not a formal employer, but he expected the maximum amount of return for the salaries he paid out, and the one thing he simply would not countenance was stupidity on the part of anyone he employed. They had to anticipate his wishes and to be brisk in their approach to their work, and above all he expected them to work well without supervision.

         Even the women who came daily to help with the housework from the village had to be on their toes when he was around. The new gardener wouldn’t last long if he didn’t start getting the grounds into shape without delay. If he needed extra help he would receive it—provided it was obtainable—but that was another matter.

         “If you’re a good driver and you know a lot about cars you’ll go down well with Mr. Lestrode,” Lucille said kindly.

         Frederica swallowed.

         “I know quite a bit about cars,” she admitted. She hesitated. “Is there a Mrs. Lestrode?” she asked.

         Lucille shook her head.

         “No, Mr. Lestrode is unmarried,” she replied. “Of course, there are always rumours of a possible engagement,” she added, while her brown eyes wore an extraordinarily placid and even complacent expression. “But Mr. Lestrode is in his late thirties, and he shows no eagerness to be married. He is an attractive man from a woman’s point of view, and he likes a social life … but he is also a very keen business man, and immensely shrewd. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if he never marries,” she concluded, with the same complacency in her voice as dwelt in her eyes.

         Frederica felt relaxed but apprehensive as she sat there in her comfortable deep chair beside the crackling log fire, while owls hooted in the trees outside and other night-birds joined in.

         “What is Mr. Lestrode’s business?” she asked, since she had not bothered to enquire of the London agent.

         “He deals in property,” Lucille answered. “On the grand scale,” she amplified.

         “And I’ll probably have to drive him about the country?” Frederica saido.

         “You will have to do so sometimes,” the housekeeper seemed to think it very likely. “But Mr. Lestrode travels a lot by train, and your principal duty will be to meet him when he’s returning from a journey, and take him to the station or the airport when he sets off on one. It’s just possible he may want you to go abroad with him, but I shouldn’t think so,” surveying her for the first time with real dubiousness.

         Frederica slept that night in a very comfortable bed in a room that had been got ready for her by Lucille. She telephoned her family before she went to bed, and they were eager for all the details she was unable to supply them with as yet. Rosaleen, in particular, seemed disappointed because she had not yet met Humphrey Lestrode, and therefore was unable to gratify her sister’s curiosity as to how he looked and how he reacted when coming face to face for the first time with Frederica as an employee.

         “But don’t worry, pet,” Rosaleen said cheerfully. “I’m sure he’ll think you’re a nice little thing And it’s not as if you were a shattering beauty he’s adding to his pay-roll. Beauty and brains don’t always go together, and he might be suspicious if you looked like me … And I can tell him that you’ve got all the family brains!”

         Frederica retired to her room and pondered this one as she made her way up the handsome oak staircase to the distant wing she was to share with the housekeeper.

         She was very much aware that Rosaleen had no doubts about the quality of her own charms … but it was the first time she herself had been accused of having brains.

         Beauty and brains didn’t always go together … and she was a “nice little thing”. She could tell that even Lucille thought she was nice enough in her way, and if she did her job and acquired a mouselike unobtrusiveness she might even last out at Farthing Hall. She might be driving Mr. Lestrode backwards and forwards to railway stations and airports years hence!

          
   

         The next morning she inspected the contents of the garage accommodation at the Hall. There were in actual fact two very large but somewhat primitive garages that had been converted out of the stable block, and another was in process of being added to them.

         The stable yard itself was most attractive. There were still a few loose-boxes and a harness room, and in one of the loose-boxes Mr. Lestrode’s favourite grey was being rubbed down by a man who rode over from a neighbouring estate to fulfil this useful function in the master of the house’s absence.

         Frederica was sorry that the appearance of the stable yard was so neglected, but she realised this was more or less inevitable in a day and age when few people could afford the staff to run a place like this. But perhaps, now that Mr. Lestrode—man of property—had taken it over, there would soon be a miraculous change in the whole appearance of the place. The weed-grown gardens would cease to be overgrown and neat herbaceous borders and rolling lawns would delight the eyes of anyone who gazed upon them from the house windows; and in connection with the house itself—a beautiful example of decaying Elizabethan architecture—missing roof slates would be replaced and greying timbers restored to their former eye-catching attractiveness. She had already noticed that one of the chimney stacks leaned badly, and she expected that would be restored, too.

         Before looking inside the garages she made a quick tour of the grounds, and proved how very feminine she was by gathering primroses in the woods. Somewhat to the astonishment of the new gardener, Jason, she approached the double doors of the garages with a whole armful of primroses hugged up to her chin.

         She deposited them carefully in a disused horsetrough in the yard and sprinkled them with water from a stand-pipe before realising that she had been putting off the evil moment for as long as she could, and taking her courage in her hands and opening the garage doors.

         After that enthusiasm got the better of her, and she spent a delightful half-hour examining every feature of the new Daimler and a sleek grey Bentley that filled the first of the garages. The other two were empty, and she surmised that they were for the use of visitors who brought their cars to the house.

         The new Daimler was a thing of beauty, and likely to prove a joy for ever once she had got her hands on it. The Bentley was slightly older, but in splendid condition just the same, and she supposed that a local garage had been looking after them until her arrival.

         She took the Bentley out first, because it was slightly more reminiscent of Lady Allerdale’s Daimler, and discovered that she could handle it with comparative ease. The acceleration on the Daimler alarmed her at first, but one or two experimental journeys through the village and out on to the open road beyond quickly gave her the feel of it; and by the time she had stopped at the local garage to make sure the petrol tank was adequately filled, and a slight stiffness of the gears corrected by the mechanic, she was quite happy about it.

         The mechanic seemed surprised that she wanted his advice about the gears, especially when she explained that she was Mr. Lestrode’s new chauffeur, but grinned amiably and expansively enough before they parted. Privately he thought it was a huge joke that Mr. Lestrode—whom he knew slightly—was to be driven by this young woman, and when Frederica had departed in control of her Daimler he discussed the innovation with other mechanics at the garage, who were also inclined to grin widely when it was explained to them that Miss Wells had not yet been vetted by Mr. Lestrode.

         If Frederica had overheard their conversation she would not have felt as happy as she did while returning to Farthing Hall … and she would certainly not have taken the car out again that afternoon with quite so much happy abandon as she did while the sun was slanting lower and lower over the green coppices that bounded Farthing Hall, and the evening smoke was curling upwards from the Tudor chimneys, and the whole scene was very peaceful.

         She had had a very good lunch—cooked by the housekeeper, since they were not yet in possession of a cook—and a nice quiet cup of tea with Lucille in her sitting-room, and already her fears of the day before seemed to have become dissipated, and were no more than mere and very occasional vibrations in the atmosphere. And with the knowledge that she and Lucille were to have a quiet dinner together that night, and perhaps visit a local cinema, she was able to relax almost completely at the wheel of the glittering car.

         Since there was no employer on hand she was wearing a cheerful yellow sweater and a pair of rather well-worn slacks. She had considered trying out the effect of herself and the car in one of her trim new dresses, but it had seemed a pity to risk spoiling it when there was virtually no need. So, comparatively carefree, she turned out of the gates of Farthing Hall.

         After London, which she was most unfortunately unable to appreciate, every responsive nerve in her body reacted to the peace and the serenity of this quiet spring countryside. She loved the sweet scents that came in at the car windows, and the sight of the brown earth greening over with the first true evidences of spring. The road dipped through quiet hollows and wound through sleepy villages, and woods crowned the crest of every hill and straggled down hill to enclose the thatch of venerable cottages.

         A church tower told her that it was a quarter to six, and she put on a burst of speed for another mile and then decided to turn for home where the road widened, and where turning was possible. She had, in fact, only just arrived at this decision when a car approaching from the opposite direction crawled past at a mere forty miles an hour, and her brows crinkled because there was something vaguely familiar about it. It was in fact the rather decrepit station taxi that had taken her to Farthing Hall the day before, and having accomplished her turn she was somewhat surprised to find it standing stationary at the side of the road. The driver appeared to be having an argument with his passenger, and the latter had left the cab and was risking annihilation right in the track of the oncoming Daimler.

         Frederica jammed on her brakes and came to rest beside the taxi, and the taxi-man breathed a fervent sigh of relief because he had been expecting his fare to be run down and blotted out of existence right in front of his eyes.

         The indignant fare in question wrenched open the nearside door of the Daimler and looked to Frederica as if he was in a towering rage.

         “What,” he demanded, with an obvious constriction—almost certainly due to rage—in his throat, “do you think you are doing with my car, young woman? And how dare you let her out at that speed when she’s still in the process of being ran in?”

         “Run in?” Frederica blinked at him. “But a car like this doesn’t need to be ‘run in’ … and I’m sure I wasn’t doing more than ninety, because I was just about to turn.…”

         “Oh, you were, were you?” His face was pale with anger. “That’s very kind of you, I’m sure … Slight proof that you were not actually making off with the car. And when I say you were doing a hundred and fifty you were doing a hundred and fifty, so please don’t argue with me in future!”

         “N-no, sir.” Actual and acute dismay tore through Frederica, and she hardly knew how she answered him. No need to ask who he was. Even the taxi-man was sitting there behind his wheel looking as if a time-bomb was about to go off at any moment, and he perfectly understood the reason why. The one thing the taxi-man had been appalled about was the request that he should pursue the Daimler before it made its turn, and as he had pointed out to the irate owner, a vintage car with the eccentricities of his vehicle simply did not travel in the wake of anything that was capable of speed. It managed to do the journeys to and from the station, but almost everything left it behind.

         “I’m terribly sorry, sir,” Frederica breathed, after moistening her lips.

         “You haven’t yet explained what you’re doing in the car. This fellow Wilkins says he drove you to the Hall yesterday. Are you a friend of Lucille?”

         “No.” Her tongue flickered once more over her bottom lip. “I—I’ve been engaged to drive you, sir!”

         “To—drive me?”

         To say that he reeled back and clasped his head would have been an exaggeration; but there was no doubt about it, he had seldom been more surprised in his life. For a long moment he stared at her in absolute incredulity, and then to her horror he said curtly:

         “You’re joking, of course.”

         “I’m not joking, Mr. Lestrode,” she replied. “I’ve been engaged to act as your chauffeur, and I was engaged by the agency to whom you applied for someone to be sent to Farthing Hall as quickly as possible—someone with the right sort of qualifications. And I—I happen to possess the right sort of qualifications.” she added, in what sounded in her own ears like a slightly defiant whisper.

         Humphrey Lestrode turned to the taxi-man and ordered him, in a bleak voice, to put his luggage in the Daimler. He appeared to have quite a quantity of it, and it was all very expensive luggage, with the rather worn appearance that luggage acquires when it travels continually about the globe, and is handled sometimes with care and sometimes with extreme carelessness. Every piece had the letters H.V.L. painted on it in large black letters, but it appeared to have escaped being plastered with hotel labels … no doubt because Mr. Lestrode was too fastidious to permit this sort of thing.

         Mr. Lestrode himself was tall and dark, with well-cut features and cold eyes. They were not hard eyes, and it was impossible to determine their colour, until one got to know him rather well; but Frederica understood that the annoyance that dwelt in them at the moment was the result of a sudden shock. He was profoundly disturbed, and at small pains to hide the fact, and it lent to the shapely curve of his lips a definitely harsh curl, and seemed to throw into prominence the rigid line of his jaw.

         “You’d better slide over into the other seat, and I’ll take the wheel,” he said. “I’m a little tired after travelling all the way from Manchester, but this car happens to be a very recent purchase of mihe, and I prefer to drive it myself rather than have it smashed up somewhere between here and the Hall.”

         Frederica heard herself expostulate in a stammering voice:

         “B-but I’m perfectly capable.…”

         “Move over.” His tone was bleaker than ever, and there was definitely an adamantine quality about the line of his jaw. He paid Wilkins his fare, and the taxi-man ventured to glance sympathetically at the girl. He had thought her a very nice young woman the day before, but was surprised to learn she considered herself capable of piloting someone like Mr. Humphrey Lestrode about. If only he’d known earlier he could have warned her what to expect.
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