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         Carey felt like the heroine of a Cinderella story—cheated by her unscrupulous stepmother of the comfortable income that should have been hers. But Doctor Kurt Anton, who grudgingly offered her a job in his Vienna clinic to help her out, was utterly unlike the Prince Charming of fiction, so clearly did he despise her!

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation 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
   

         

         The house
       seemed very dark to Carey when she came back from her walk. No one had thought to switch the lights on in the hall, and although the library door was open, and a log fire blazed on the hearth, the warm glow from it barely penetrated to the hall with its shadowy corners.

         Outside, the wintry dusk had clamped down over the frozen fields, and Carey herself was half frozen, although she had walked hard and fast for nearly an hour.

         Broom, the butler, must be slipping a little, she thought, as she shed coat and head-scarf and warm boots in the hall. Or, like the rest of them, he was too stunned to remember regular duties. Only that morning Carla had made it clear to him that she thought he was a little too old for a manservant, and she had warned him that she would be replacing him with a younger man as soon as a replacement could be found.

         She had, in effect, given him a month’s notice, and as Sir George had died without mentioning him in his will that meant he would have no little nest-egg to smooth the path of his declining years.

         Carey still felt numb with shock resulting from the death of her father, but people like Broom, who had served him for years, were suffering from real dismay.

         The housekeeper, given to understand that she would be replaced in time, and Meadows, who had driven the family Rolls ever since it was a brand new means of transport, had both appealed to Carey to intervene on their behalf if she thought it would be the slightest use. But Carey had no illusions about her power to influence the new Lady Gresham, who was now at the head of affairs.

         She went slowly into the library, and knelt down in front of the cheerful blaze of logs to warm her hands. At least Broom had not forgotten to make up the fire before he retired to his familiar pantry to brood on his uncertain future.

         The library was a handsome room, and for Carey it would always have associations with her father. She had only to look at his deep leather chair to see him reclining there in his velvet smoking jacket after dinner, a newly lighted cigar in his hand and trails of fragrant smoke encircling his well brushed greying head. From her earliest days she had wrinkled her nose on entering the library because of that rich aroma of cigars that had clung about the velour hangings, and even seemed to emanate from the leather backs of the books.

         But Sir George Gresham would never again smoke a cigar in the one room he had favoured above all others—until his second marriage, that is—at Farley Hall. And only yesterday it had provided a very suitable background for the reading of his will by his old friend and solicitor, Guy Addison, senior partner in the firm of Addison, Thorpe & Bates. The drama of the situation had been heightened by the appearance of Lady Gresham, who was lovelier than any woman newly bereaved had a right to look in unrelieved black.

         She was a natural blonde who had been born in a small mountain village in Austria, and from her mountain schloss she had descended to the level of a hotel receptionist in Vienna after her family’s fortunes had been decimated by the German occupation of Austria during the war. Sir George had met her on a visit to Vienna, and had married her after knowing her for only a couple of weeks. She was his second wife, and his two daughters by his first wife had hardly had a chance to get to know her before he developed a heart complaint and died and left her a widow.

         And what a widow!—While the will was being read she sat in a chair covered in old rose brocade and looked like a pale and wilting flower, her eyelids drooping from strain and fatigue, her cheeks colourless, although her mouth was a blatant scarlet. Carey, who had felt too stunned to take in the details of the will, had sat watching her and the way her long eyelashes flickered occasionally, and her golden head drooped.

         Such a pathetic droop … and the muscles of her throat quivered occasionally, as if she was fighting against being entirely overcome. The solicitor’s voice droned on:

         “And to my dear wife, Carla, I entrust the care of my two daughters, Barbary and Carey, being certain she will have their well-being at heart, and will study their interests in every possible way. I make no separate provision for them because I know she will do all that I would have done for them, and more.…”

         Here Barbary, who had been looking almost as glamorous as her stepmother in a dark wool dress that was the only sober one in her wardrobe, although she couldn’t resist embellishing it with a chunky jade necklace and a pair of matching ear-rings, lifted her head rather sharply as if gathering her wits all at once.

         “I make no separate provision for any of my faithful servants, but leave it to my wife to look after them and reward them for devoted service.”

         At this stage Dr. Moberley, also a lifelong friend of the deceased, looked considerably surprised.

         “And because I have such absolute faith in her, I give and bequeath all I die possessed of to my wife, Carla.…”

         The solicitor’s voice faded into silence, and Barbary sat up straight as a ramrod.

         “But I don’t understand!” she exclaimed. “Don’t we get anything?”

         Guy Addison took off his glasses and polished them carefully with a handkerchief. His voice sounded a little prim as he explained.

         “You are left to the care of your stepmother, my dear.… You and your sister Carey. I’m sure you will have no need to worry at all since your father’s fortune was very considerable, and Lady Gresham will now have the management of it. The—ah—entire control of it!”

         If there was a certain dryness in his voice it quite escaped Lady Gresham, but Barbary sat up straighter than ever and looked almost ludicrously concerned.

         “But that’s fantastic!” she declared. “Daddy must have been mad … or senile!” She bit her lip at the unfilial sound of this. “Why, Carla was only married to him for a few months, and we’re his daughters. We’ve a right to expect a fair share of anything he left, and he must have known we had a right. My mother’s private fortune was absorbed in the business when she died, and that at least should be ours.”

         “As you say, Miss Barbary, your mother’s private fortune was absorbed in the business, and the business is now Lady Gresham’s,” Mr. Addison enunciated clearly, and started to stack away his papers in a despatch-box.

         Carla Gresham opened her eyes very wide, and looked at her stepdaughter reproachfully.

         “I am amazed that you can be so concerned with material things on a day like this, Barbary,” she said, with tired gentleness, her faint Austrian accent making her voice sound infinitely attractive. “Does it matter so much how your father arranged things in his will? We three are left, and we must all cling together and be happy in a quiet way, as he would have wished. Naturally, I shall do all that I possibly can for both of you.”

         “Thanks.” Barbary’s voice was like a whiplash. “But I don’t want favours, thank you! I only want what is mine by right!”

         Carla’s unusually light grey eyes—the colour of a dove’s plumage—hardened a little as she looked across at her other stepdaughter.

         “And you, Carey?” she inquired, with a sort of dulcet sweetness. “Are you also prepared to dispute the terms of your father’s will?”

         Carey felt herself go hot all over, and she realized that she was blushing for her sister … blushing for her hardheadedness at a time like this. And yet, looked at in a purely detached fashion—in a hard-headed fashion!—Barbary was right, of course. They had been passed over in favour of a complete stranger, their lives entrusted to a stranger, and she could make or mar them, according to her whim.

         She could bestow or withhold, as the mood took her, and her inclination directed!

         It would have been perfectly all right if she had been really and truly their mother … if she had been their friend. But, from the moment Sir George brought her home to the Hall and presented his two daughters with the pride of a man who knew they were both exceptionally attractive, and expected her to like them for his sake if not for their own, friendliness had been withheld behind a glittering smile that seldom left her face, although her handclasp was limp and chill when she offered it.

         It was that handclasp … those light grey eyes with the brilliance of new-fallen snow, that husky voice with the enchanting accent, that put both girls on their guard. Dressed in the best that Paris could provide at short notice, smelling delicately of violets—it was as if a whole field of violets had been induced to yield one ambrosial drop to add to the glamour of her strange personality—she had put forth the crimson tips of her fingers and offered a powdered cheek to her new stepdaughters. And Sir George had looked on with an expansive smile on his face as if that were a wonderful moment in his life.

         “We will be friends, girls? We will be very great friends, nicht wahr?” the Baroness Carla—for she was a Baroness in her own right—had murmured. “And soon we will get to know one another, yes?”

         But she made not the slightest attempt to get to know the offspring of her predecessor, and although Sir George applauded her expressed intention of doing so heartily, that was another thing that struck Carey as an extraordinary result of a surprising marriage. For he was not normally a hearty type of man, but as the husband of Carla he seemed to have discovered a fresh aspect of himself.

         He was the head of a firm that produced sheet metal and its attendant products and his everyday attitude to life was —or had been—cool and level-headed. Carey at least had always thought of him as unimpressionable, and his decisions were adamantine and just a little ruthless. To get him to agree to something he was not predisposed to agree to had been an uphill task, and yet after fifteen years as a widower—fifteen years that had seemed to see him moulded into a pattern that appealed to him, with many men friends and few women, a self-satisfied, confident, downto-earth pattern—he had arrived back from a Continental journey smiling the ridiculous smile of an undergraduate who hoped to convince his parents that his week-end wedding to a girl they’d never heard of was the finest thing that could have happened to him.

         Only, in his case, it was two daughters instead of a couple of parents, and the girl was a woman in her early thirties.

         A beautiful, devastating, inexplicable woman of thirtyfour, who could have passed for twenty-four when she slipped out of her formal clothes and curled up on a satincovered settee in the little room she decided to make her boudoir. The room to which Sir George gravitated as soon as he set foot in the house, if she was not on view in one of the main downstairs rooms.

         Following their honeymoon in Paris, and the introduction to her new home, Sir George devoted himself to his second wife in such a wholehearted fashion that his office and his old friends saw little of him. Barbary and Carey, recovering gradually from the shock of their surprise at discovering they had acquired a stepmother, began to realize that life was indeed changed. Their father, for one thing, was a completely altered man … with one interest in life, one obsession, and that was his bewitching Carla.

         Although she disliked entertaining—the years of poverty and privation through which she had passed had created in her a sort of aversion for her own kind, or so Sir George explained—and few people came to the house, he loaded her with jewellery and everything he could think of to delight her eye and make her look still more beautiful. She wandered through the mellow rooms of Farley Hall looking like a glamorous conception of an insubstantial wraith who might one day decide to have nothing more to do with her surroundings; but while they were her surroundings she was determined to display an interest in them, and even improve them when the spirit moved her.

         She had an unerring eye for colour and design, and she took over the arrangement of all the flowers in the house— a task which Carey loved, and had looked upon hitherto as her own special prerogative, as her elder sister was away modelling most of the week, and she was the one who remained at home. Carla took an almost childish delight in the feel of rich fabrics, and would enthuse for hours over the acquisition of a new piece of period furniture or a priceless ornament, and Sir George gave her carte blanche to improve the appearance of his home in any way she pleased. She bought recklessly and extravagantly, and within a few weeks of becoming the second Lady Gresham was so involved with interior decorators and soft-furnishers that Sir George complained she was neglecting him. Within a few more weeks the first Lady Gresham’s all-white drawingroom was metamorphosed into something entirely different, and the second Lady Gresham’s sumptuous suite which she had chosen for herself on the first floor was an excuse in itself for the baronet’s neglect of the other members of his family.

         Barbary, who had been doing her best to get her father to agree to a modest form of modernization at the Hall ever since she left school, could only gasp when she saw the results achieved by the beautiful Austrian.

         The new Lady Gresham also insisted on an entirely new layout of the grounds, and that was when she had her first clash with the gardener. Afterwards there were many clashes, and although she was diffident about meeting her husband’s friends, the golden-headed Carla was not in the least diffident when it came to supervising the running of the house in general. The cook complained because her dishes were despised, and she found herself coping with Austrian menus; the housekeeper had the reins of government taken out of her hands, and was required to wait upon her new mistress daily for instructions that had to be carried out to the letter. Not the slightest variation was permitted.

         Meadows, the elderly chauffeur, found that light grey eyes could sparkle like stars on a frosty night, and a lovely scarlet mouth become a thin red line, if he was barely half a minute late in bringing round the car when it was wanted.

         For her stepdaughters Carla retained that scintillating smile that had made such a poor impression on arrival, but otherwise she ignored them completely. Barbary decided to give up returning home at week-ends, and stayed on in her London flat, which she shared with an old friend of her schooldays. Carey was forced to get used to being treated as if she didn’t exist.

         She would never have believed that a second marriage— a falling violently in love at the age of fifty-five—could so alter a parent that he seemed to forget he had been married before, and had a couple of daughters by that marriage. But as she was very fond of her father she decided not to grudge him his happiness, and hoped that one day he would remember her again—his “little Carey” as he had been in the habit of calling her in moods of unusual softness. And when he was in one of those moods he seemed to take a kind of pleasure in likening her to the mother she couldn’t remember—the mother who had had brown hair with a powdering of autumn gold, and greenish-grey eyes that were extraordinarily beautiful when she was excited about something, and colour that came and went in her cheeks.

         But that was before he married Carla von Ultz.

         His marriage to Carla lasted about three months, and then after a bad heart attack after dinner one night, and a few weeks during which he was confined to his room, he died. During the few weeks that he was confined to his room few people were allowed near him save Carla.

         She nursed him devotedly—even Barbary admitted that —and wore herself almost to a shadow, refusing any outside assistance in the shape of night or day nurses. And then, when the local doctor called in a famous heart specialist who offered little hope, she brought a man all the way over from Vienna, a Dr. Kurt Anton, who also offered little hope.

         He was in the house when Sir George died suddenly, in his sleep. Carla behaved as if she was completely heartbroken, and Dr. Anton was the only one who could calm her. He was a slender dark-haired, dark-eyed man who had known her practically all her life—he had stayed many times in her father’s schloss—and he seemed to have an extraordinary power over her.

         One word from him and she would obey, one gentle reproof and she would dissolve into tears. It was almost uncanny to Carey to witness the power he had over her stepmother—a strange, Svengali-like power—and it was even more strange because there was nothing dynamic about him, nothing forceful.

         His eyes were cold, as deep and fathomless as pools; and although his features were remarkably even, and he had a keen, clever look, he also had the look of a man who was a bad mixer, and whose opinion of the human race was not very high.

         When he arrived at Farley Hall, having flown from Vienna at the behest of Carla, the thing about him that struck Carey was his armour of reserve. It was like a cold wall about him, and paradoxically his handshake was firm and close, and inspired confidence.

         He had a reputation on the Continent as a heart and lung specialist, and as far afield as London his name was known and respected. For a man who was still quite young he had obviously climbed very high in his profession, and there was a sureness about both his speech and his movements that counterbalanced his coolness and heightened the confidence inspired by his handshake. Carey had the feeling that his patients must trust him, while she herself disliked him. Only to Carla, who was neither a patient nor the daughter of a patient, did he become a different being, firm but kind, understanding, human, gentle … almost tender in the moment of her bereavement.

         Yet even to Carla he could display a little iron when it was necessary. And Carla had had such faith in him that her collapse when he failed her had to be dealt with at once, and without compromise.

         Carey had never seen threatened hysterics banished as speedily as Carla’s were.

         The next day, when she was completely calm, Dr. Anton took his departure. He was attending a medical congress in the south of England, but he promised to return to the Hall before he flew back to Vienna.

         It was Carla who exacted the promise from him.

         Kneeling in front of the library fire, reviewing the events of the past few days and finding it hard to believe they had actually taken place—finding it harder still to believe that she was now penniless, unless Carla chose to do something for her and Barbary—Carey thought also of Dr. Kurt Anton, and she hoped she was nowhere about when he returned to take his final farewell of her stepmother.

         There had been little sympathy in his eyes for either herself or Barbary when their father died. She even received the impression that he was quite without the belief that they needed sympathy.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         A light went
       on in the hall and came flooding through the doorway as Broom appeared in it and glanced in surprise at the kneeling figure by the fire. Carey rose at once with the grace of one who was very slender and prevented him apologizing for intruding upon her without warning.

         “It’s all right, Broom.” She dusted the front of her skirt, and the firelight turned the ends of her hair to feathers of burnished gold. “I didn’t want a light, so I didn’t draw the curtains. But I would like some tea if you’d bring me some.”

         “Of course, Miss Carey.” But first he drew the curtains, and added another log to the blaze in the grate. Anything he could do for her, he thought, he would, while he had the power. Soon—driving the log home with the toe of his shoe, and watching the sparks fly up the chimney as he had watched them do hundreds of times before—he would have no power. He dusted his hands, that were knotted a little with rheumatism, one over the other, and sighed inwardly.

         For he had no idea at all where he would go when he left Farley Hall.

         Watching him, Carey thought that she would have to do something about him … make an appeal to Carla on his behalf, if that was the only thing she could do. He had been with them so long … ever since she was a little girl, and even in those days he had not struck her as particularly young. And now what he needed more than anything else was a pension on which to retire, a pension to supplement the one he would receive from the state.

         She bit her lip, hard. Why, oh, why, hadn’t her father…?

         “I went for quite a long walk this afternoon, Broom,” she told him, trying to sound conversational. “I suppose nothing happened while I was out? No one called?”

         Broom stepped back from the fire.

         “No one called, miss, but the doctor from Vienna—Dr. Anton—arrived about three o’clock. He is upstairs now with her ladyship.”

         “Oh!” Carey exclaimed, and then stood very still with the firelight playing over her.

         “I took them some tea about ten minutes ago,” Broom seemed deliberately to avoid the girl’s eyes. “Lady Gresham asked me to see to it that she was not disturbed. The doctor is staying for the night.”

         Carey watched him leave the room, and then turned back to the fire. Although she was no longer cold, the piece of intelligence had given her a queer, cold feeling inwardly. She didn’t know why the thought of Kurt Anton upstairs— closeted in Carla’s room with the cream-and-gold damask curtains, and the dusky peach carpet—should affect her like a sudden foreboding, but it did. She had a mental picture of him lying back in one of Carla’s deep chairs, his eyes dark and utterly enigmatic, his slim long-fingered hands as quiet and still as if he was never afflicted by the tremors that beset ordinary mortals, his voice toneless but decisive.

         And Carla would be listening to him … a drooping figure in black, waiting for his advice!

         Carey wondered what that advice would be, how closely it would affect herself and Barbary. It might even shape the pattern of their future … their whole future lives!

         When Broom brought her tea she scarcely touched it, and she felt she had had more than enough of the quiet library. She went upstairs to the room she had occupied ever since she was a child, and turned on the bath in the adjoining bathroom. After she had steeped herself in a really hot bath, which seemed to help that inward, apprehensive chill a little, she hugged her quilted dressing-gown around her and selected a dress for the evening. It had to be black, since she had only just lost her father, and Carla seemed to be making quite a thing of wearing mourning— although Barbary bluntly refused to do so!—and at least she had some very attractive, simple black dresses in her wardrobe.

         She had an unusually flawless skin, and they did quite a lot to throw it into prominence, but they also made her feel forlorn, somehow, and bereft. She thought she looked much too pale, with faint but unmistakable mauve shadows under her eyes, and she added a touch of rouge to her cheeks, and wielded her lipstick rather freely.

         When she got downstairs she found that Carla was not wearing black. She and the doctor were already ensconced in the library, and Carla was in something glittering and golden, and her hair was in a golden chignon low on the nape of her neck.

         She looked up at her stepdaughter and observed her for a few moments in silence before she spoke. Then she said crisply:

         “Ah, Carey! Kurt and I have had a great deal to talk about since he arrived, and we have still more to talk about before he leaves. But he hopes you will spare him a few minutes after dinner for a little conversation, yes? That is all right with you?” her alien accent was very noticeable.

         Carey stood very still in the middle of a Chinese rug and looked, and felt as if she was on the defensive.

         “Yes, that’s perfectly all right,” she answered.

         “Good!” Dr. Anton said in the voice she remembered, cold, clipped, curt. He had not offered to shake hands with her, but had accorded her a little bow when she entered the room. Now he returned to the tray of drinks that had been placed on a table close to the fire and added some more cognac to Carla’s glass. She looked up at him with undisguised gratitude as she accepted it from him.

         “You are so good to me,” she murmured, “so very good for me, Kurt! What I would do without you I cannot think!”

         “Relax,” he told her briefly. “That is all I ask you to do … relax!”

         He turned to Carey, and one of his dark eyebrows lifted.

         “You will have a drink, Fraulein?” he asked.

         “A small glass of sherry, please,” she replied.

         When he put it into her hand she felt a slight shock, for she had not realized before that he was so tall. She had to put back her head to look up at him when he bent his beautifully brushed one to acknowledge her thanks. He was wearing an impeccably fitting dinner-jacket, and his linen was immaculate. By contrast with it his rather dark skin looked extra dark.

         During dinner Carey was certain the other two merely made conversation. Carla asked him about Vienna, and looked nostalgic when he told her about the snow coming early, and the week in the mountains he had managed early in January.

         “You make me feel very homesick when you talk of the mountains,” she said. “Always I long to return to them, and yet when I am there I am anxious to escape!”

         He regarded her thoughtfully.

         “You will return,” he said, as if he was looking into a crystal. “And you will not always wish to escape!”

         Carla’s vivid lips parted as she met his eyes. Carey suddenly felt acutely uncomfortable, as if she was an intrusive element where neither of the other two wished for an intrusive element, and she felt her skin grow hot and uncomfortable as a result. Kurt Anton smiled at his countrywoman, and his smile was dazzlingly attractive and encouraging.

         “In a few weeks,” he murmured, “when we can find somewhere for you to live. You must have a flat, for the schloss is not fit for occupation.”

         “I shall spend money on it,” Carla returned. “I shall spend a great deal of money on it, and soon it will be as it was in my father’s lifetime.” Her eyes grew wide and bright. “Oh, I shall enjoy spending money on the schloss! It will be pure happiness!”

         The doctor continued to smile at her indulgently.

         “And this house?” he inquired. “You will shut it up?”

         “I shall, perhaps, find a tenant for it,” she replied, and Carey ceased to feel embarrassed and grew stiffer with sudden tension. “It is far too large to appeal to me at the moment, but it contains many things I would not care to have neglected, and a suitable tenant will look after them. Some rich American, perhaps. I will have to consult a London agent and put the house in his hands.”

         Carey spoke stiffly.

         “You—you’re going away, Carla?”

         Her stepmother’s eyes swung round to her, and the smile that curved her lips was almost insolent.
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