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Tel qui rit vendredi, dimanche pleurera
 (French proverb) 
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‘Oh, I’ll never master this language!’ Ann thought as she sat beside Luc Menton listening to him ordering the correct sized skis for her in the little sports shop in Aiguille.

But she was not really depressed by her inability to follow the rapid conversation in French. There was far too much else to fascinate and entrance her for her to be anything but wildly thrilled and excited.

‘How lucky I am!’ she thought as her young Swiss companion selected a suitable pair of wooden skis that were adequate for a beginner and being second-hand, were cheap enough for her to be able to afford from her meagre currency allowance. For a brief moment she felt sorry for Luc’s younger brother, Pierre, who had gone to England in her place. No doubt it would be raining at home. February was always one of the most depressing months of the winter. How he must be missing this bright hot sunshine, the laughter, the fun that seemed to surround his home. Lucky Luc and Pierre to grow up in a place such as this even if they had had to go down to the valley to boarding school in the term time. All their holidays would have been spent here, half way up a Swiss mountain with ski-ing through the winter until Easter and then swimming, golf and wonderful mountain expeditions to make in the summer.

Ann Elgar’s blue eyes crinkled in a mischievous grin. There was no doubt in her mind as to who had the better of the exchange bargain arranged between her mother and Madame Menton. He had the advantage of being able to take as much Swiss money over to England as his parents could allow him and live with her family as one of them. She had only been able to come here as a glorified au pair and would earn her pocket money helping Madame Menton run the little club where skiers congregated for drinks and sometimes lunch; for the daily tea-dance and at night for après ski entertainment.

Ann allowed herself the briefest of sighs. Madame Menton had told her mother that it would not be suitable for a well-brought-up young girl to help in the club at night. Ann’s services would only be required during the day and already she had learned from Pierre’s twenty-two-year-old brother, Luc, that it was more fun in the evenings.

‘Nevaire mind,’ he had said in his careful but heavily accented English, ‘I will take you sometimes to dance in the evenings. Maman will permit that you go if I chaperone you.’

Ann had laughed. The idea of being chaperoned was novel and enormously old-fashioned when she thought of the freedom she had at home. Mother and Dad never objected to her going out with her friends provided she told them where she was going and provided she was always home at the specified time. Since she had left school at the end of the summer term, her parents had allowed her plenty of liberty, knowing that at eighteen she was sufficiently sensible and mature not to abuse their trust.

Of course, they did know all her friends. The girls were all school chums or the daughters of her parents’ friends. The boys—there were about six currently on her writing list—were friends of her nineteen-year-old brother James. She had never been out with anyone as old as Luc Menton. She was looking forward to the widening of her horizons—to being really grown-up at last. At eighteen, she felt neither a girl nor a woman but a bit of both. She could still lapse into helpless giggles with one of her school friends; yet inside she felt the urge to grasp the real meaning of life; to be able to understand what it was all about.

This year in Switzerland was the answer to all her needs. Apart from one or two holidays with her parents—a brief visit to Yugoslavia and another to Majorca, she had never been abroad; never lived abroad. She felt the experience would enormously widen her horizons and help her to decide what exactly she wished to do with her life.

Her parents were not particularly wealthy nor by any means hard up. Father was a dentist and they lived comfortably. But even if they could afford to keep her in idleness at home, Ann’s own temperament would not have allowed it. She wanted to be independent, earn her own living, and make something of herself. The problem was what? She had a certain talent for English; also for drawing and painting but neither was sufficiently strong or marked to give her a vocation. She wished she were more like her friend Marion who had known since she was fourteen that the only thing she wished to be was a nurse.

During this year, Ann decided, she would find out what she wanted to do. It would be a year to grow up in; to sort herself out as a person and decide her future.

Luc Menton, a tall, strongly built, athletic looking young man, brought her out of her daydream by explaining that she must now try on ski-boots which would then be fitted with the skis so that the bindings were safe and would hold her feet in the right position. He seemed to think this important so Ann endeavoured to give the matter her concentration.

Once or twice, she managed to identify a French word or phrase and was delighted with herself. She had passed French O level examination at school and felt she ought to have understood a great deal more but somehow the rapid way everyone spoke, the real French accent, made it seem almost another language to the one she had learned at school.

‘It will come very soon to you,’ Madame Menton had said the night before when she had shown Ann to her room, Pierre’s room, as it happened, which would be hers for the next year. Ann had travelled out alone yesterday, by air to Geneva. But for Luc meeting her at the airport, she felt she would never have arrived safely with all her luggage at Aiguille.

‘It was kind of your son to meet me,’ she thanked Madame Menton politely as the tall, thin Swiss woman showed her where to put her belongings when she unpacked.

Madame, not unlike Luc, with the same soft brown hair and brown eyes, bustled round the room opening wardrobes and drawers. She smiled at Ann.

‘It was Luc’s idea. He is of very kind disposition. He is a good boy in every way. He has now completed his studies to become the accountant and has the holiday before he must start work in Geneva in April. It is good he will be home a little while to help you to become accustomed to us and our ways. Luc is an excellent skier and will help you to learn.’

‘Oh, I’m sure he won’t want to be bothered,’ Ann said anxiously. ‘It’s not right that he should spoil his holiday looking after me!’

‘On the contrary,’ Madame had told her. ‘He is much pleased to have the opportunity to improve his English which is not so good. Italian and German he can speak fluently but English is not so facile for him and he wishes to make this language better. I have told him that it is not good for you always to speak English; that you are here to learn French. So he has agreed that it will be half and half between you.’

So far, Ann thought smiling, it wasn’t possible to go ‘half and half’. She couldn’t follow any French conversation as yet and despite what his mother had said, Luc’s English was really very good.

Madame would not permit her to work her first day.

‘You will need equipment for ski-ing,’ she said, ‘and it is better you do this on a weekday. At the weekends, we have many visitors from the valley for the ski-ing and the shop is very full and requires much waiting. Luc will take you down this morning. I have asked him also to show you the places of the shops where you might require to buy certain things, and he will take you also to show you where are the nursery slopes. You will be free two days of the week from work and on these days, Luc will teach you the ski-ing.’

So there it was, all arranged. There was nothing for Ann to worry about, plan, arrange. Madame seemed to have everything organised and all she, Ann, had to do was sit back and enjoy herself.

The morning had begun with a visit to the bank to change some of her travellers cheques. Since Madame was paying her pocket money for her services at the club, she had only to draw enough money for her equipment. Some of this, Luc told her, would be returned to her at the end of her stay for the skis and boots could be re-sold if she so wished before going back to England.

They were now left at the shop for the bindings to be altered. Luc tucked his arm through Ann’s and led her up the ice-covered road to the little bar where hot chocolate piled with whipped cream, was served to them.

‘It’s delicious!’ Ann sighed, tasting hers. ‘But I mustn’t do this every day. I shall get so fat!’

Luc Menton smiled. Ann thought he looked very attractive when the customary rather serious expression of his face dissolved in humour.

‘You are certainly not too fat!’ he told her, swinging his long legs in their tight navy ski-pants down from the bar stool. ‘Our Swiss girls for the most part are plump. To me, you appear very slim.’

‘It’s these clothes!’ Ann laughed, surveying the tight black ski-pants that were certainly flattering to any figure which didn’t boast a big seat! Over them, she wore a thick black and white heavy-knit pullover. Her white anorak, Luc had hung on a hook on the wall behind her. The place was fairly empty. Those who were not at work were ski-ing, Luc informed her.

Ann was suddenly conscious of Luc’s admiring gaze and was annoyed to feel her cheeks burning. It seemed as if the Swiss were much more obvious than the English in showing how they felt. Luc’s glance was personal and direct. Somehow, she would have found it easier to cope if he had said, like one of the boys at home: ‘You’ve got a smashing figure!’ She could have countered that with a smart reply. There was nothing to be said to a look!

But it was not only Luc who was admiring Ann’s slim, blonde beauty. Coming towards them was a sun-bronzed dark-haired man with extraordinary brilliant blue eyes, darkly fringed with lashes as long as a girl’s.

He spoke rapidly in French to Luc who, Ann surmised from his tone since she could not understand the words, answered rather coolly. However, he made the required introduction. ‘May I present Paul Duret—Mademoiselle Elgar.’

Before Ann realised what was happening, the newcomer had taken her hand and was kissing it in the continental fashion. Since it was the first time anyone had ever kissed her hand, Ann was not sure how it should be done, but thinking about it later, it struck her that Paul Duret’s lips had stayed overlong against her skin. But she couldn’t be sure. It was difficult to be sure of anything because those extraordinary blue eyes seemed to hold her gaze in almost mesmeric fashion. It was Luc’s voice which broke the strange moment.

‘We must be going, Ann!’

Obediently, she slid down from the bar stool and reached out her arm to take down her anorak. Before she could do so, Paul Duret had possession of it. He stood behind her and as she put her arms into the sleeves, lifted the nylon jacket around her shoulders and with the gentlest of pressures, tucked it around and beneath her chin. Glancing up, Ann saw Luc frowning. It crossed her mind briefly that whoever this man was, he was not a friend of Luc’s. Yet Paul Duret was smiling at Luc and patting him on the shoulder.

‘I will see you at the club later, mon cher!’ he said in English and turning to Ann: ‘You, also, I hope, Mademoiselle. I look forward to our next meeting.’

There was no mistake this time, Ann thought, as she left the little bar with Luc silent and thoughtful beside her. Paul Duret found her attractive.

The thought gave her a little thrill of excitement. It was somehow more of a compliment when an older man took notice of you. It meant that he saw her as a woman—not as a schoolgirl. She wondered how old he was and on impulse, asked Luc.

‘I am not sure!’ Luc replied, his voice cold and almost unfriendly. ‘Thirty or so. I do not know.’

‘Does he live here in Aiguille?’ Ann pursued, a little surprised by her own persistence, for she had sensed that Luc did not like the man and perhaps preferred not to talk about him.

‘For the season, yes. He has an apartment.’

‘The season?’

‘Until March. Then he returns to Paris where he lives. He is … an actor, of sorts!’

‘That explains his good looks,’ Ann answered innocently. ‘He really is very handsome, isn’t he?’

Luc’s face remained impassive as he strode along the road beside her, one hand lightly supporting her arm lest she should slip on the icy surface.

‘As I am a man, I do not view Paul Duret as women see him!’ he said with the slightest shade of sarcasm. ‘I believe, however, he is considered very attractive to women.’

Ann let the subject of Paul Duret drop. After all, she was not really interested—only curious. In an indefinable way, Luc’s unspoken objection to Paul had stimulated that curiosity. Luc had struck her as very easy going, a gregarious, friendly young man. She wished she could ask him outright why he disliked the older man who had greeted him so warmly. But Luc was almost as much a stranger to her as Paul Duret himself and it was none of her business, anyway.

‘Curiosity killed the cat!’ her brother, James, was always telling her. But she couldn’t help this unfortunate trait in her character. People fascinated her; what motivated them; what they thought; why they behaved as they did; what attracted people to one another.

‘It’s none of your business, Ann!’ James said over and over again.

Dear James! Ann thought with a sudden stab of homesickness. She adored her only brother. He was close enough to her in age for them to have become wonderful friends since their teens, though earlier they had quarrelled like cat and dog! Now, they went everywhere together, shared friends and parties and the process of growing up. She wondered how James was getting along with Pierre. If Pierre was as nice as his brother, Luc, then she was certain James was enjoying his company. She eagerly awaited her brother’s first letter to her, telling her about the Swiss boy’s arrival and the family’s reactions. This afternoon, if Madame Menton did not require her help she would write her own first letter home, she decided.

The sun, now that it was nearly mid-day, was high above them in the postcard blue sky. It was very hot—almost too hot for Ann to wish to be wearing her anorak as well as the thick ski-jumper beneath.

‘Isn’t it marvellous!’ she said to Luc. ‘February and as hot as this! What will it be like in March?’

Luc smiled. Once again Ann thought how attractive he looked when he did so. He should smile more often. He was obviously a very serious young man. Used as she was to James’ rather frivolous attitude to life, Luc was an odd contrast. But then, the three years between nineteen and twenty-two did change a boy into a man. By the time James was twenty-two, no doubt he would have sobered up a little and ceased to take life as one big joke. Her father was always telling him it was high time he began to think seriously of his future. Luc had long since done so.

‘Were your examinations difficult?’ she asked Luc. ‘Your mother told me you had passed your finals successfully.’

Luc glanced down at the girl beside him and then conscious that he was staring, quickly looked away. He felt a totally unaccustomed shyness with her which he could not explain. He considered himself past the age when girls confused and embarrassed him! Yet this English girl did both. He was finding it hard to follow her quick changes of thought; the directness of her questions; the almost childlike way in which she demanded explanations and answers from him. She had a way of looking directly into his eyes—not challenging yet totally trusting.

‘Yes!’ he told himself, ‘at her age one can be totally trusting.’ At his, one knew better. How incredibly naïve he had been at eighteen. When Ingeborg Tissier had smiled at him for the first time, he had trustingly laid his heart at her feet. That she would one day trample upon it as so much dust had never then crossed his mind.

How deeply and totally and sincerely he had loved the tall Swiss-German girl with her magnificent Junoesque figure and quick, clever intellect and wit! How completely he had fallen under the spell of her throaty contralto voice singing German lieder and Swiss folk songs as they skied together over the mountains and walked hand in hand through the pine forests in summer with a crowd of other teenagers, Ingeborg’s friends and admirers.

It was easy enough now to see the real picture—Ingeborg the Queen and all the rest of them her courtiers to whom she doled out her favours. He wasn’t the only boy madly in love with her. All the others were, too, and she had known it and used them, playing one against the other through that long tormented year.

‘Do not be jealous, my little Luc!’ How tender and hypnotic her deep voice. ‘I only pretend to care for the others. It is you I love.’

He had trusted, believed … right up to the very last day when he had discovered that all four boys in the group were also her lovers. Outraged, humiliated, filled with self-loathing, he had challenged her to deny what he had been told. She had laughed.

‘My poor deluded little boy. Don’t pretend you didn’t know.’

But he had not known. Perhaps because he hadn’t wanted to know. She was the sun round which he had orbited along with all her other satellites, believing he was the only one.

Even now, four years later, the bitter taste still lay in his mouth, clouding his relationships with other girls he had subsequently met. He would look at them, and wonder … are they, too, like Inge? He took them to dances, kissed them, found himself falling a little in love with them and quickly drew back from the encounter. He had acquired the nickname among his contemporaries of Papillon—a butterfly who flitted from girl to girl with apparent indifference. It was a name he did not care for, knowing that it belied the real depth and seriousness of his nature. He flitted only because he could no longer believe; no longer trust. Such was the damage Inge had done him.

He had not been exactly pleased when his mother and father had told him of the exchange arrangements that had been made between them and the English family, Elgar. He realised that the year in England would be enormously beneficial to Pierre but he did not like the idea of the English girl coming to live with them as one of the family. He had made the acquaintance of several English girls who came out to ski at Aiguille. It was essentially an exclusive little resort with three very chic hotels for the rich and the women who came were wives or daughters of well-to-do men. He, himself, was of good middle-class stock and his parents were far from poor. The club was making a great deal of money and had done better and better as the years went by and Aiguille increased in popularity as a select winter sports resort. But he did not care for the ultra-rich: their high-pitched artificial voices; their assumption that the world was at their feet and the rest of the people there to serve them. They monopolised the ski-lifts, the sun terraces, the bars and the dance floors as if it were all their right, whereas their money entitled them only to the use of the place, not their ownership.

He found his feelings hard to define exactly. The winter and summer visitors did not make him feel inferior but in some odd way, superior; as if they were the butterflies flitting from pleasure to pleasure without thought of others or of anything but their own enjoyment. Life, he felt, should be taken more seriously.

‘Do not be silly, Luc!’ his mother had once chided him when he had tried to voice his views. ‘These people are on holiday. It is natural they should seek pleasure. Would you have them be serious when perhaps it is only for these few weeks in the year they may forget their responsibilities and be thoughtless and gay? You have done too much studying. It is time you were a little thoughtless and gay yourself!’

But Luc did not feel carefree. He knew there was something wrong but could not name it. His work had gone well. He had qualified in his chosen career and he had nothing to worry about.

‘All the same, Maman,’ he had told her the day before Ann Elgar’s arrival, ‘I do not look forward with pleasure to having the English girl live with us. It is bound to spoil our family unity. We will be forced to be always on our best behaviour; to watch what we say and how we say it!’

‘It will not be that way at all,’ his mother had argued. ‘This girl is not coming to change us but to become one of us. It is she who must make the adaptation. We will be as we always are and she must fit in with us.’

‘Oh, well!’ Luc had terminated the conversation. ‘It will be good for my English and in any event, it is only until April. I dare say I shall survive!’

Perhaps because he felt a little conscience-stricken about his unwillingness to have the girl, Luc finally behaved with customary reversal of his true feelings. He put himself out to make the four-hour journey to Geneva and met Ann at the airport—simply because it was the very last thing he wished to do.

His first glimpse of her had confused him with his pre-conceived ideas about English girls. She looked very much younger than he anticipated—almost boyish with that short, cropped fair hair and elfin-shaped oval face. She was standing by the Customs counter looking like a small, lost schoolgirl, not knowing what to do next.

Later, in the train, she chatted to him easily and quite unselfconsciously about herself.

‘I’m awfully glad you came to meet me,’ she had thanked him warmly. ‘I expect you think I’m an awful fool but I’ve never travelled outside England by myself. I kept thinking what would happen if I got the wrong train and arrived at the wrong place. With my limited French, I knew I’d never understand directions and platforms and so on. I suppose it’s my own fault, really. At home, I always leave all that kind of thing to James, my brother.’

Somehow, the journey back to Aiguille had passed in what seemed a few minutes. Ann told him about her home, her parents, her school, her brother. She described the house and the room his brother Pierre would sleep in.

She had laughed then, at her own thoughts.

‘Just think!’ she told him. ‘Your brother and I must have passed each other in the air and I’ll be living in his room and he in mine and yet we’ve never met. Tell me about him. Do you think he and James will hit it off?’

Luc smiled now at the memory. Ann had disarmed him despite his intended indifference—even dislike of her. It was the child-like quality that entranced him. She was fresh and unspoilt, natural and uninhibited. Yet for all her naïvety, she was not gauche. Her physical movements were neat and graceful; she was composed and yet bubbling over with excitement and pleasure which was infectious. He’d known then that his mother would be enchanted by her; his father, too.

Perhaps I, also! Luc told himself as he guided her down the street. For a moment his face relaxed in a smile but almost at once, it stiffened again. He was not the only one to find young Ann Elgar attractive. Paul Duret had not even bothered to try to disguise his sentiments.

And that is one thing I will not permit! Luc thought, his own intense dislike for the French actor sending a swift course of anger through him. But gradually it simmered down as he told himself logically: ‘He may be attracted to her, but she will not be interested in him. To a girl of eighteen, a man of thirty would seem very old.

He could not know that while he walked in silence with his thoughts, Ann, too, was lost in thought—thoughts of the strange, mesmeric eyes of the sun-tanned man called Paul.
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The mid-day meal was eaten by the family in the club. It seemed to Ann to be an enormous repast, beginning with a thick vegetable soup, followed by spaghetti bolognaise and finally veal in a delicious sauce with vegetables, and to complete the meal, a large cup of coffee.

‘I shall soon become very fat!’ she said to Madame Menton in her best French. Madame nodded.

‘And very good, too. You are far too thin, is she not, Luc?’

Luc gave Ann a friendly smile.

‘I think she is just right!’ he said amicably.

Ann relaxed happily in her chair. Luc was obviously going to be a real friend—a kind of benign elder brother. In a way, she would appreciate him more than James who was forever teasing her. No compliments ever from him—the very reverse. Not that she minded. She was well used to being ragged. Even her boyfriends teased her and she never objected. She had acquired various nicknames from James and his friends—Shrimp, Button-nose because hers was retroussé, Fourpence—a silly name really because she had a childish habit of stamping her foot when she was trying to make a point in an argument. She was glad suddenly to have left all those relics of childhood behind her. Here, no one knew her silly nicknames and she was treated as a young woman of her age should be treated.

Monsieur Menton, Luc’s father, was a round, jovial little man; as jolly and extroverted as Luc was quiet and thoughtful. He spoke practically no English and Ann was forced to converse with him in her schoolroom French which sent his rather red face into big crinkly smiles.

The club itself was unlike anything Ann had ever seen at home. It was a rambling wooden chalet type building with a huge sun veranda to one side and a skating rink on the other. It seemed to her as if everyone in Aiguille must be congregated here for there was not a table or chair free; the sun terrace was crowded with skiers and there were dozens more crowding round the small bar. The waiters were rushed off their feet serving ‘curlings’—a brandy-based long drink the skiers seemed particularly to enjoy; coffee, hot chocolate with layers of whipped cream on top, oranges pressés—which were literally the juice of freshly squeezed oranges; and, or course, meals. The air was filled with smoke, noise and talk and their own little corner table, reserved for the Patron’s family, was an oasis in the general confusion.

‘You see how it is here!’ Madame Menton said, noting Ann’s glances round the room. ‘I have never enough help at the peak times. By one o’clock, the room will be nearly empty and except for a few more elderly people who cannot ski sunning themselves on the terraces, the club will remain empty until about half past three when the skiers begin to return. We are then frantically busy once more throughout the tea-dance until six. After that it is quiet until the evening dance at nine-thirty, but you will not be required to help then.’

Ann had already learned from her mother through letters exchanged between her and Madame Menton, what her duties would be; helping to serve coffees and drinks to the customers.
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