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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
   

         

         IT was when she arrived to take her seat in the air-liner at Nice that the first rather odd thing happened to Peta. The air hostess looked at her as if with surprise, and inquired whether or not she was, to be accompanied by a younger passenger. Peta, in some astonishment, explained that she was travelling alone.

         The air hostess’s slim eyebrows upraised themselves a little.

         “And your name is Peta Wentworth? And your seat was reserved for you by a Mr. Geoffrey Wentworth?”

         “Yes; that’s quite right,” Peta answered.

         “And you haven’t a younger sister, or—well, of course it’s all right, if your name is Peta.” She laughed, and looked faintly amused. “There must have been some mistake. I understood I was to take charge of a much younger passenger for whom a place had been booked in your name, but obviously someone’s made a slip.”

         She smiled at Peta, thinking that although she looked young she most certainly was not a child, and what a superb golden-brown tan she had acquired with the assistance of the southern sun.

         “Take your seat and forget all about it, since you are Miss Peta Wentworth.”

         But, as she removed her hat and shook out her corngold hair, with its rather fascinating little curling fringe lying like the soft ends of an ostrich plume along her wide, smooth forehead, above the much darker straight line of her eyebrows, Peta wondered about the incident. Why had the air line company been given to understand that she was a child? She smiled a little to herself, her attractive, rather puckish smile, which crinkled the corners of her amazingly blue eyes—deep and dark and actually almost violet—and brought a dimple into play beside her shapely mouth, which was only very lightly lipsticked.

         And then she forgot everything in the sudden excitement of taking off, and a kind of soul-searing nostalgia filled her as she looked down at the brilliant coastline she was not likely to see again for, perhaps, a very, very long while—if ever! The blue sea and the geranium-coloured rocks, the incredibly white beach and the palms. All that profusion of exotic growth which belonged now to the past, just as the past belonged to Mike and to her mother, who now that they were no longer separated were probably looking down at her at this very moment and pitying her a little, as she was so strongly inclined to feel pity for herself.

         “Poor Peta!” they would say to one another. “Poor Peta!”

         Poor Peta, in her well-washed cotton frock, and her faded chip-straw hat which she had used to protect her face whilst sun-bathing with Mike, and which she had titivated a little by means of a new ribbon and a bunch of somewhat unnatural-looking cherries.

         Poor Peta, whose suitcase was badly battered at the corners and was smothered in labels covering half the globe, and whose one and only pair of nylon stockings was adorning her slender legs. She looked down at them in a pleased fashion, thinking that they looked much nicer than the bare legs to which she was more accustomed, particularly where they terminated in a pair of new shoes which actually possessed high heels. Her first high heels, for Mike had held them in acute disfavour, and had declared that sandals were much healthier and infinitely more suitable for a girl of her years.

         Peta sighed suddenly, a long and rather fluttering sigh. But Mike would not have objected, she felt sure, to her buying them now—and taking a kind of delight in them—when she was going back to England after so many years, to a way of life which would probably seem much more than strange to her. Indeed, she might find it all very difficult, particularly when the time came for her to earn her own living; and without a doubt she must do that as quickly as possible. Mike would not wish her to remain dependent on Geoffrey Wentworth, even although he was his own brother. She had always understood from Mike that the two were poles apart, in ideas, habits and outlook. Geoffrey had stuck closely to tradition; life for him meant an organised routine, and his code was orthodox and rigid. Mike— again the rather ragged sigh, for Mike had been so close to her for years now, ever since her mother had died and left them alone together—Mike was so altogether different.…

         She thought with an anguish of the spirit that at least he might have been spared to her for a few years, for at forty-four a man is still young!

         Mike had loved freedom, leisure, being completely unconventional. He had pursued his own way in a world he had loved because it possessed so much tempting variety, and variety he had declared was the spice of life. The great thing was to keep moving, to absorb all one could in the brief span of years allotted to one. Poverty mattered little if the change and the colour and the charm were there. One did not need to stay at the big and the imposing hotels in the great cities of the world in order to enjoy the cities themselves. The cathedrals and the museums and the art galleries were all there to be enjoyed even if one’s lodging was humble. And in the countryside there were the little estaminets, the tiny, tucked-away inns, and the friendly peasants’ cottages to offer one sanctuary. So long as the small allowance he had always received from England could be eked out by the sale of one or two pictures, that was more than enough. He never had had expensive tastes.

         But Geoffrey Wentworth—Geoffrey Wentworth would, of course, hold very different views!

         Geoffrey Wentworth, the upholder of a long line of legal ancestors, had already “taken silk”. He was a Q.C. He was the owner of Greyladies, the dignified family home in Sussex which Michael, his elder by as much as five years, had renounced, together with a comfortable income, in order to lead his own life and escape ties. He had a flat in the Temple and a manservant to wait on him; his name was already beginning to inspire awe in the breasts of evil-doers and hope in the hearts of those who asserted their rights to one thing or another. One day he would almost certainly be a judge like his father, and his grandfather, and his great-grandfather before him.

         It was all rather terrifying, Peta thought.

         And what room would he have in his heart or his home for a girl who was not even his niece …?

         They ran into cloud and dismal rain before they were even over the Channel, and by the time they touched down at London Airport the rain was a steady downpour. Peta, in her cotton frock, carrying her chipstraw hat in one hand and an overloaded suitcase in the other, was aware that she ought to have bought herself a mackintosh before she left France, but somehow she had never thought of rain in that unclouded atmosphere. And surely even in England in the latter half of August the weather should do better than this!

         But she shivered in the cold torrent, and the ends of her hair grew wet and lank immediately, necessitating a hasty donning of the straw hat. Once through the Customs she saw that there were people waiting, and there were handshakes and embraces going on around her. A tall man in a military-style raincoat, sensibly buttoned against the deluge, stood looking expectantly towards the stewardess of her own aircraft when she emerged, but that neatly attired young woman did no more than accord him a faint, slightly questioning smile as she went on her way.

         Peta, after only a single glance, knew with complete certainty who the man in the raincoat was. He was hatless, and his dark hair grew in the merest suggestion of a wave above his well-marked right eyebrow, and he had a strong look of Mike about his profile—save that it was rather more chiselled, and there was no indication of warmth or friendliness or animation to be discovered in it anywhere. His black brows were even drawn together in a frown, which was rather forbidding, and his thin lips appeared to be clamped together and utterly incapable of smiling.

         Peta had once seen an early photograph of him, and taken together with his likeness to his brother, she knew that he could be none other than Geoffrey Wentworth, Q.C.

         She went up to him and touched his sleeve, for he had not even appeared to notice her.

         “It is—it is Uncle Geoffrey, isn’t it?” she said, not knowing what else to call him.

         He looked down at her in complete amazement. One of his eyebrows actually lifted itself above the other.

         “My dear girl,” he returned—in a voice which she was to remember always as possessing the chill of northern ice-fields—“I most certainly am not your uncle!”

         “Not—not Geoffrey Wentworth? Mr. Geoffrey Wentworth?” she added, since she was not to claim him as a relative.

         He appeared momentarily and very completely puzzled. His eyes, grey as roof slates with frost upon them, looked down at her from his superior height and, in the space of barely half a minute, took in every detail of her appearance—of that she felt absolutely sure.

         “My name is Wentworth,” he agreed. “But I am here to collect a small girl who is my niece. You have perhaps travelled with her? Is she in your charge?”— looking about him expectantly.

         This time it was Peta who was amazed.

         “But I am your niece,” she told him. “At least, I”— hastily—“I am not actually your niece, but my name is Peta Wentworth, and my mother married your brother Michael. He—I—he adopted me, more or less, and I took his name—Mother preferred it that way.”

         “In—deed?” His eyes came back to her slowly, but there was no lightening of the grey depths, and his voice remained curiously—forbiddingly—cold. “Then you are trying to tell me that my brother Michael never had a child of his own, although on the few occasions when he wrote to me he referred particularly to his ‘daughter’, and that he is—or was—your stepfather?”

         “Yes; that’s what I’m trying to tell you.” Her own voice grew warm and eager, and she lifted her violet eyes confidingly to his face. “I am Mike’s stepdaughter, but I adored him, and he always thought of me as his own daughter. We—we had grand times together,” she ended, her breath catching a little.

         There was a moment of absolute silence, save for the noises of departure around them and the drumming of the rain on the tarmac.

         “How old are you?” he asked at last.

         “Nineteen,” she responded, tucking away a strand of her hair, which was plastered and wet on her cheeks.

         “And how old were you when your mother married my brother?”

         “I was nearly thirteen.”

         “Exactly.” A strange, cold little smile flickered across his mouth. “It may amuse you to learn that I have made preparations for the reception of a child between five and six years! … And now, haven’t you got a coat?”—with sudden crispness.

         “Only in my luggage.”

         “That’s not very helpful.” But she was already far too wet to be very greatly affected by the sarcasm in his voice, and she was afraid that her cotton frock was beginning to shrink. He laid hold of her arm and drew her impatiently towards a car on her left—an expensive-looking, long, black car—and she found herself thrust into the seat beside the wheel. When he got in beside her he snatched a camel-hair rug from the silvergrey upholstered seat behind her and recommended her to drape it about her shoulders.

         “It will at least keep you warm,” he said, “although you must be thoroughly well soaked.”

         She was, and her teeth were beginning to chatter. As she peered through the rain-smeared windows she thought:

         “So this is England!—England after ten years! And it is really good-bye to the south of France!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         AS she huddled in the seat beside the wheel she dared not ask him where they were going. He was so forbiddingly silent, and she couldn’t even guess what his thoughts were now that he knew the worst about her — that she was not even a relative for whom he need feel responsible!

         But what sort of letters had Michael written from the Continent to give him the impression that she was not only a genuine member of the family, but a mere babe-in-arms compared with what she actually was?

         The car was comfortable, superlatively comfortable, and it was warmer with the camel-hair rug draped about her shoulders. She had taken off her hat — that hat for which she had really only had one kind of use, connected with sunshine and not with rain — and now that her hair was drying, it was springing back into its soft, natural curls, and she did not feel quite so bedraggled. Her companion’s firm hands on the wheel of the car fascinated her a little, for they were so obviously capable, and she realised that his driving was without fault. He obeyed every command of every set of traffic lights they encountered, and adhered rigidly to what she at first decided was the wrong side of the road, until she remembered that she was no longer in France. And when he had occasion to pull up he did so smoothly, without the faintest jar, and his gears were adjusted with the same smooth precision.

         He made no attempt to talk to her. He kept his eyes on the road ahead, and since the weather was so inclement, and despite the mechanical functioning of his windscreen wipers, the business of driving was no easy matter at what was apparently the peak hour of the evening, on a glassy-surfaced road thronged with traffic, he had some excuse for his silence.

         Nevertheless, Peta studied him secretly and apprehensively from time to time, for something about the manner in which his square jaw protruded, and the line of his lips curled, without any humour, was scarcely reassuring. His nose was as straight and as arrogant as a classical statue’s, and he had very noticeable eyelashes, which were as long and thick as a woman’s.

         She had already observed that he dressed with care, with an attention to meticulous tailoring which his brother Michael would have scorned. Old corduroy trousers and a sports jacket of uncertain age had been his one idea of an entirely suitable all-occasions dress.

         And what must the owner of this austere but beautifully running car think of the girl he had met at the airport, in her shrunken cotton dress? Had his disdainful, flickering glance at her meant that her appearance had appalled him? No doubt it had!

         She ventured a sudden, timid remark:

         “I’m so sorry if I — if I’m not quite what you expected. I—I must have been rather a shock to you!”

         He glanced at her for an instant sideways, his lips curving in something which might have been a faint but mirthless smile.

         “If you were, I was not entirely bowled over by it. Possibly it was my own fault, too, for assuming too much.”

         “You mean that Mike didn’t actually tell you I was not his daughter?”

         “He told me that he was married, and that he had a daughter. It was not unnatural that I should assume she was his own.”

         “No, of course not.”

         She bit her lip hard.

         “I expected a child, and you are a young woman. It merely makes things a little bit more awkward, that is all.”

         “Yes, I suppose it does.” She bit her lip harder than ever. “You mean I shall not fit in quite so — so easily, perhaps?”

         “Quite frankly,” he replied, his voice devastatingly cold this time, and his expression unreadable, “I can’t imagine you fitting in at all in the kind of bachelor ménage which I maintain.”

         This was something of a shock, for although of course she had known that he was a bachelor, somehow it had never struck her before that, as a young unmarried woman, she could hardly expect to live or stay with him for any length of time. But what, then, did he propose to do with her?

         “However” — with another fleeting glance at her, and perhaps a shade more humanity in his tones, possibly because he sensed the kind of temporary panic into which she had been flung — “I wouldn’t let that worry you very much, for we can always arrive at some sort of an arrangement. And in the meantime, instead of handing you over to the care of a particular friend of mine who is accustomed to dealing with children, I propose to take you to an hotel where we can spend the night (it would not be exactly convenable, as you would say in France, if I took you to my chambers in the Temple), and in the morning I shall drive you down to Greyladies, where I can hand you over to the temporary care of Mrs. Bennett, my housekeeper.”

         Peta had heard of Mrs. Bennett from Mike, for she had once been his nurse, and a sensation not unlike relief stole along her veins.

         “It that the Mrs. Bennett who has always been with you?”

         “Yes.” He was attending to the road ahead once more. “She is an institution at Greyladies — almost as old as the house.”

         “But the house is hundreds of years old, isn’t it?”

         An unexpected gleam lit his eyes as he concentrated on approaching Hyde Park Corner.

         “I was not being entirely literal. Mrs. Bennett is about seventy. The house goes back nearly seven hundred years, in parts.”

         “How lovely!” she exclaimed, in a voice of girlish enthusiasm. “I adore old houses. In France there are so many, but they are not quite the same as English country houses. And Mike loved his old home. He was always telling me about it, and he even painted a picture from memory so that I would be able to recognise it one day when I saw it — if I ever saw it,” she corrected herself, not wishing him to get the impression that anything of that sort had ever been arranged or envisaged. “I know exactly what the park looks like, and that the ruins of the old abbey are still standing, and the cows in the meadows are fat, with coats like polished chestnuts. Mike was particularly fond of the cows——”

         She broke off, for something about her unresponsive audience chilled her more than ever. He was listening with a supercilious lift to his eyebrows.

         “And there are peacocks on the terrace — or there were when Mike lived there …”

         “It is so many years since Mike lived there that neither peacocks nor cows could be expected to survive until the present time,” he observed, that dry note in his voice.

         “No, of course not,” she agreed hastily.

         “And Mike’s affection for his old home, touching as it may appear to you, does not affect me in the same way,” he informed her, arousing quite suddenly a state of indignation in her breast. For Mike, after all, was dead. And Mike had had so many endearing qualities which she was quite, quite sure Geoffrey Wentworth could never possess.

         She fell silent, thinking it the wisest course, but biting her lower lip again — hard.

         They were in the heart of London’s West End by this time, and driving smoothly along Piccadilly. He suddenly swung the car round a turning on their left, and less than a minute after that they had drawn up outside one of the capital’s oldest but least ostentatious hotels — albeit sufficiently exclusive! — and barely five minutes after that Peta was watching him sign the register at the reception desk, there being apparently no slightest difficulty about rooms at such short notice. And when she saw the rooms — or her own room, rather — the girl who until today had lived for years in the most modest circumstances caught her breath sharply.

         For in her eyes it was positively sumptuous, although rather more restrained and dignified than the most expensive continental hotels. And the hotel staff were less subservient, but plainly very familiar with Mr. Geoffrey Wentworth, to whom they accorded the utmost respect.

         Peta felt suddenly almost painfully conscious of the unsuitability of her attire in such surroundings. It did not match at all well with the few women she encountered on the way up to her room, most of whom struck her as a little dowdy after the smart fashions she was used to on the azure coast, but who nevertheless had something which she had not — which she very decidedly had not in her outfit, which had been purchased cheaply even in the beginning.

         She had no opportunity to say anything further to the man who was now temporarily responsible for her before he left her and went to his own room, and as soon as she was alone she excitedly explored the bathroom, which was all her own for that one night, and decided to take a bath and make a few alterations to her appearance without delay.

         It was customary to change one’s dress for dinner in whatever part of the world one lived in, at any rate in an hotel of this size, and at least she possessed one evening gown of which she was quite sure she need not feel ashamed. She shook it out; it was rather badly creased, but a few minutes on a hanger beside the open window quickly removed the creases. And when she allowed it to fall gently over her bare brown shoulders, and it settled with rather a delightful swish over her somewhat undeveloped hips, a sensation of keen but youthful pleasure assailed her at the sight of herself in the wardrobe mirror.

         At least there was nothing wrong with her figure, apart from its slight thinness, and she really had a most amazing and perfect tan which afforded a rather striking contrast with her lighter gold hair. And her eyes were young and deep and ardent under her curious gilt-tipped eyelashes.

         As for the frock … She fingered it gently as she recalled that it was Mike’s one recent present to her, when he had had a piece of unforeseen good fortune and sold a picture he had never expected to sell. They had chosen it together at a shop in Cannes; quite an exclusive little shop where the prices were usually prohibitive so far as they were concerned, and although Mike had had some doubts about its being a little old for her, she herself had had no such misgivings.

         It was a cloudy black net over a taffeta underskirt, and it was lit to beauty by a jade green sash. The neckline was low—perhaps a little too low for one with slight hollows in her shoulders, although her slender neck was apricot-tinted and graceful as a flower stem. She wore clasped about her throat the row of nicely graded small pearls left to her by her mother, and attached to them was a small crucifix which her mother had also cherished. Her feet she slid into her one pair of slightly tarnished silver sandals.

         “At least he won’t have to feel ashamed of me,” she thought, as she stood back and viewed her reflected image more carefully before she went in search of the lift. “Not like this afternoon in that awful cotton”— glancing at it distastefully where it hung over the foot of the bed.

         When she emerged from the lift she felt suddenly much shyer than when she had arrived at the hotel. The vestibule seemed full of starched elderly gentlemen and elderly ladies with soft ermine stoles falling from their delicately powdered shoulders. Most of the gentlemen had obviously been to Poona at some time or other in their lives, and the ladies were accustomed to peering through little pearl-handled lorgnettes, or looking down aristocratic noses. Of younger men or women there seemed to be a curious dearth.

         Peta found that she had to pass through one rather brightly lighted lounge—feeling self-conscious and aware that several of the pairs of elderly eyes followed her progress with faintly upraised eyebrows—before she encountered her new guardian, emerging, although she did not realise it, from the bar.

         He, too, had changed, and she thought he looked very well in a dinner-jacket, which fitted him perfectly. He looked very neatly brushed and altogether extraordinarily well-groomed, and it was borne in upon her that he was much better-looking than Michael. She might even have thought him handsome, but for that forbidding air of coldness and aloofness which apparently never deserted him.

         His eyebrows ascended slightly, in the manner of those other eyebrows as she passed through the lounge, but he made no remark on her changed appearance. The only odd thing was that he seemed to hurry her on the way to the dining-room, and as a result she was slightly breathless when she took her place at the table. The waiter who pulled out her chair for her looked, she thought, very, very slightly surprised as he bowed his recognition to her escort.

         “You would like the wine list?” he suggested. “I will send the wine waiter.”

         “No, thank you,” Geoffrey Wentworth returned quickly, sharply—in Peta’s ears he sounded a little ungracious. “My niece will drink water, and I shall drink water tonight.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
   

         

         WATER …?

         Peta sipped at it experimentally, for in the south of France people drank wine on almost every occasion, even the children. She herself had been accustomed to drinking light and entirely innocuous wine ever since she was about twelve, but this was a departure she accepted as quite natural in a country where wine was of course expensive. Only the face of her companion, on the other side of the table, made her wonder a little, for it struck her that he was definitely not in a good mood as he attacked his soup.

         She crumbled her bread roll, and wondered why her fingers were feeling a little cold and awkward. If only he had glanced up and looked at her, smiled at her—a mere suspicion of a smile—she would not have had that unpleasant, sinking feeling at the base of her stomach. A feeling which resulted from a kind of certainty that he was displeased about something, and that his displeasure was by no means unconnected with herself.

         She fingered the little gold crucifix at her neck. Her mother’s fingers had clung to it often, and had derived comfort and consolation from the contact. Peta felt she needed a little human comfort and consolation after her long lonely journey back to an almost forgotten homeland from France.

         Geoffrey Wentworth looked up at her suddenly, and his eyes told her he was going to say something unpleasant. The very way they flickered over her—over her smart new evening frock which Mike had bought her—sent an additional chill to her heart.

         “Forgive me,” he said, “if I’m being personal, but did you have to wear that frock tonight? I mean, haven’t you any other?”

         Peta’s amazement showed in her clear eyes. For a second or so she could not even answer.

         “I—but it’s the only one I have! And it’s new! Don’t you—don’t you like it?”

         The most extraordinary expression crossed his face. For an instant she thought he was actually going to smile, but the next she realised that if he had it would have been a smile of supercilious astonishment. His eyes, so hard and grey now that they reminded her of pebbles on a bleak northern shore, stared directly at her, and he saw that the colour had risen in a flood to her delectably smooth cheeks, rather like the smooth sides of a pomegranate, and even her neck and shoulders were stung by it. His glance then shifted pointedly to her low neckline, and from that to the bright green sash looping her slender waist, and finally, as if it was something of a relief, he looked down at his soup again.

         “My dear girl, I don’t want to distress you, but it is rather—impossible—isn’t it? But perhaps you had no one to advise you when you bought it?”

         “I had Mike,” she answered at once.

         He was silent.

         “Mike bought it for me—Mike chose it with me. We chose it together!”

         He deliberately refrained from offering any further comments, and suddenly she knew that all her appetite had vanished. The spoonfuls of soup she was coaxing up to her lips threatened, if she persisted with them, to choke her, and all at once she was affected by such a terrific wave of loneliness and longing for the two who had gone before her; and the life she had always loved, that it was as much as she could do to control it. And as it was, she had to set down her spoon rather hastily while a sudden bright drop sparkled on her lashes. It overbalanced into the soup before ever she could check it, and it was followed by another—and another.…

         Geoffrey Wentworth glanced round quickly to make sure that neither the waiter nor anyone else was observing them at that particular moment, and then silently and discreetly he withdrew his snowy cambric handkerchief from the top of his sleeve and passed it across the table to her. Her fingers closed upon it gratefully, for she had left her handbag upstairs in her room, and she apologised profusely at the same time.

         “Forget it,” he advised, his voice just as curt as ever, although this time he avoided looking at her. “Tomorrow we’ll go into the subject of your wardrobe, and other matters of equal importance, but tonight you need not let them concern you.”

         “Thank you,” she gulped. She added: “I expect I did look dreadfully shabby when I arrived.”

         He did not answer her immediately, but he conceded:

         “Very possibly you need quite a few new things, and you’ll probably enjoy shopping in England.”

         “I would if I had any money to shop with, but I can’t afford new things.”

         “Can’t you?” For the first time he did actually smile a little. “In that case you’ll have to allow me to stand substitute for Mike and provide you with sufficient for what you need.”

         A most surprising and mutinous look crept across her face, astonishing him considerably.

         “I don’t expect you to spend your money on me. After all, I am not related to you,” she pointed out.

         “No; but I stand in the light of a guardian to you for the time being.”

         “An unofficial guardian.”

         “Oh, definitely,” he agreed, an easier, smoother, even a slightly humorous note in his voice as he studied her with rather more of interest. “But a guardian nevertheless!”

         “Did Mike ask you to do as much as that for him, or is it because you feel that you ought to?” she inquired, searching his face with her candid eyes.

         His smile this time had in it something whimsical, and she noticed that it revealed very white and excellent teeth.

         “Mike asked me to keep an eye on you until you were capable of earning you own living,” he told her. “I’ll admit that at the time—about six weeks ago—I thought that his request was a little unreasonable, to say the least, for I imagined you were still almost in the cradle. But now that I can see you are practically on the fringe of young womanhood—perhaps some people would consider you have even passed the fringe!” (Especially, he might have added, in that dress!)—“I’m inclined to regard the whole matter a little differently.”

         “You mean that I shall not be a burden to you for long?”

         “Well”—one eyebrow ascending rather humourously—“that was not precisely the angle I was looking at it from.”

         “But, all the same, it’s true.” She leaned towards him earnestly. “Instead of the child you imagined, I shall be able to start training to earn my living at once. And I should like to train to look after children—not to be a secretary, or anything like that. I—I should hate to do shorthand or typewriting, but I am quite good with children, and I like them. In France I sometimes minded the children of holiday-makers who wanted to go to the Casino, and things like that.”

         “And you did it because you liked doing it, or because you received some sort of a remuneration?”

         “Why, because I liked doing it, of course.” She gazed at him in surprise.

         “Even although you would have been glad of a little remuneration sometimes?” he asked shrewdly.

         “In those days, yes.” She sighed, looking backwards into the past. And then she looked up at him again, eagerly. “You do think I shall be able to start training soon, don’t you? Either for that or for nursing, or something similar? It’s not that I have any particular gifts, but it’s people I’m interested in—human beings—not mechanical things. I’m not clever,” she assured him.

         “Aren’t you?” He was looking at her wide forehead, at the strangely lashed deep violet-blue eyes, which seemed to him to hold a kind of uncanny wisdom, or perhaps it was a precocious knowledge of life, gained through the entirely unsuitable existence she had lived for so long, in the forcing-house atmosphere of a country he had never approved. That was where your true English young woman differed from her sisters on the Continent. She was slower to appreciate the real facts of life, to grow up and accept them without question. She was more complex.…

         Peta, when he had first caught sight of her before dinner in her cloudy black evening frock and her twinkling silver sandals, had filled him with a kind of horror. She looked like the back row of the chorus, he had thought then. But now, looking at her more carefully, noting the hollows in her brown cheeks—as well as the almost painful hollows in her shoulders—the sensitive cut of her really extremely attractive mouth, the little mauve shadows under those wood-violet eyes, he thought that she looked like something out of a very old and a very delicate painting. Something immature and yet mature—innocent yet wise.…

         Eve! … She could have played the part of Eve to perfection! …

         “We won’t discuss this tonight,” he told her. “I have said that we will go into the matter of you, and what we are going to do with you, very fully, either tomorrow or in a day or so’s time. After all, there’s no terrific hurry. And in the meantime I think we’ll have our coffee in the lounge.”

         She sat turning over rather out-of-date Punches and Tatlers while he buried himself behind a copy of the evening paper; but although she did not realise it, he was watching her with a kind of discreet curiosity while she made tremendous efforts to prevent herself from yawning, and wished heartily that she could have found the courage to tell him how much she longed to go to bed after her somewhat exhausting day (emotionally exhausting as much as anything else).

         And suddenly he said to her quietly:

         “I think if I were you I should go up to bed. You look to me as if you are very tired.”

         She rose at once, with tremendous relief.

         “Oh, may I? Thank you!”

         He escorted her to the lift, and just as she was about to enter it a woman came moving swiftly and gracefully to them along the corridor, and caught hold of Geoffrey’s arm. She was a woman about his own age, or perhaps a little younger, dark, elegant, beautifully gowned, with a brocade wrap flying open.

         “Geoffrey, my dear! I simply had to look in and see you! I’m on my way to the Cavendishes’,,but I’ve been so desperately worried about what you are going to do. With this girl, I mean! … Where is she? Oh!” as she caught sight of Peta, standing in the middle of the lift. “Oh!” she exclaimed again, and then it was as if her voice had been cut off abruptly, and she merely stared very hard.

         Geoffrey Wentworth’s dark eyebrows drew together in something which might have been the merest suspicion of a frown as he looked down at the charming and gracious apparition new standing at his elbow.

         “You’re very kind, Helen,” he told her; “but Peta is just going up to her room. She’s had rather an exhausting day.” He lifted a barely noticeable finger and Peta stepped out of the lift. “Mrs. Rumbold,” he informed her, “was going to take charge of you for me— at least, for tonight—when we thought you were merely a child, but since you are not a child——” His unexpected and exceedingly rare smile lit his dark face suddenly, and his eyes twinkled a little with amusement. “Helen, this is Peta—Peta Wentworth, as she calls herself. Peta, Mrs. Rumbold is our nearest neighbour at Greyladies, and she has a little son for whom, we imagined, you might be a companion.”

         “I see,” Peta murmured.

         Helen Rumbold offered her the merest tips of her fingers, encased in gloves of ice-blue suède.

         “How do you do, my dear? You are something of a shock to us both!”

         She had an expression which was friendly enough, although her eyes were almost mystically dark and detached.

         “I’m sorry,” Peta offered, although she didn’t really see why she should be sorry.

         Mrs. Rumbold’s one keen look had taken her all in, Mike’s last unsuitable gift certainly not excepted.

         “We shall probably be seeing quite a lot of one another,” she said, “when you get down to Greyladies. I imagine, however, that you will not be staying there long?”

         Peta looked faintly perplexed.

         “You’ve probably been trained to earn your own living. You’ll be looking for a job of some sort. You won’t remain dependent on Mr. Wentworth?”

         “As a matter of fact,” Geoffrey said rather quickly, before Peta could assimilate the full implication of this somewhat direct attack, “we were discussing at dinner my new ward’s intention to make children her career. It occurred to me then that after all you may get some help from her with Paul. Anyway, it would be a beginning.”

         “It would,” Helen agreed, slowly, however, noticing how the soft gold fringe lay almost caressingly along the girl’s wide, white brow. “We shall have to see,” she added.
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